The triumph of earth: a study of the poetry of Edward Thomas by Richardson, John Curtis
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Dissertations and Theses (pre-1964)
1959
The triumph of earth: a study of
the poetry of Edward Thomas
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/21930
Boston University
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
GRADUATE SCHOOL 
Dissertation 
THE TRIUI<!PH OF EARTH: 
A STUDY OF THE POETRY OF EDWARD THOMAS 
by 
John Curtis Richardson 
(A.B., Dartmouth College, 1941; M.A., Columbia University, 1942) 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy, 1959 
CcpJ~i)!.t l:y 
JDH"l CURTIS RICliUDSON 
19')9 
r :,.0 
, -~ .-:;D 
I -·· ' 
>•I 
Approved by 
CONI'ENTS 
Introduction • . . • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
A. Reason for the neglect of Thomas's poetry 
B. Thomas criticism . . . . . . . . . . . . 
1. Studies primarily concerned w.!. th the man 
• 
• 
• 
1 
2 
5 
6 
2. Studies primarily concerned with the poetry 11 
Chapter I. Thomas and the Poetic Milieu: 1909-1917 • 15 
A. The creative revolution in poetry • 
1. W. B. Yeats •••• . . . . . 
2. J. M. Synge, Kipling and Masefield 
3. Ezra Pound •.• • 
4. Imagism ••• • • 
• 
• 
• • 
• 
• 
• • 
• 
• 
17 
22 
26 
29 
32 
B. Thomas and the Traditionalist and Georgian poets 35 
c. Characteristics of the verse of W. H. Davies. • 37 
D. Thomas's relations with the poets of the period 41 
E. Thomas's non-participation in contemporary 
poetic movements • • • . . • . • • • • 
F. His sensing of the deep-lying tendencies in 
• • 42 
the poetry of the period • • • . • • • 52 
Chapter II. Thomas's Poetics: Theory and Practice. • • 66 
A. The poetics of Thomas as defined in his literary 
criticism--simplicity, intensity, clarity 58 
1. Diction ••.• • 
2. Comparisons •••• • • 
3. Rhythm and sounds • • • • • 
B. Thomas 1 s failures with rhythm • • • 
• 
• • 
• • • • • 
• • • • • • 
75 
79 
82 
83 
C. His success in adjusting English measures 
to the rhythm of speech • • • • • • . . . 
D. His success in combintng naturalness of 
expression with quiet intensity of 
E. 
F. 
G. 
feeling . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
Characteristics of Thomas's poetry not 
pated by his literary criticism: 
ity of diction and symbolism •• 
• • • • 
antici-
complex-
. . . . . 
Differences between his prose and his poetic 
uses of symbolism • • • . . • • • • • 
His fusion of realism and symbolism • • • • 
86 
89 
94 
96 
107 
H. The element of complexity in the verse of Thomas 108 
1. His precise use of diction • 
2. His employment of paradox 
• • 
• • • 
112 
114 
3. His employment of irony and .understatement • 115 
Chapter III. Thomas's isolation . . . . . . . . . . . 121 
A. His isolation from social and political events • 122 
B. His repudiation of Christianity . . . . . . 
C. His isolation from friends and acquaintances . . 
D. His isolation from the past •• 
E. His isolation from his family • 
F. The motif of the "other man"--Thomas•s isolation 
126 
129 
130 
134 
from himself • • • • • • 141 
G. Other signs of isolation • • • • • 
H. 
1. The dramatic situations of his poems 
2. His imagery • • • • • • . . . . . . 
His search for something "to rest upon"--his 
search for Beauty, which fails • • • • 
Chapter IV. Thomas and Nature ••••••• • 
• • 
• • 
. . 
• • 
149 
150 
152 
155 
169 
A. Thomas •s deliglit in nature--contented botanizing 170 
B. His desire to find spirit in nature. 
c. Thomas's "farmscapes" • • • • • • • 
• 
• 
• 
• • 
175 
183 
D. His view of nature as indifferent and unmoral 194 
E. Two important influences on Thomas • 
1. Richard Jeffries • • • • 
2. Thomas Hardy • • • • • • 
• • • • • 
• • • • 
• • • • 
195 
195 
204 
F. "Earth is something more than a human estate" 207 
l. The wisdom of the creatures • • • . • . 
2. Thomas's respect for society's outcasts • 
a. Vagrants oft he road • • • • • • • 
b • The gypsies • • • • • • 
3. Man's transiency compared with net ur e' s 
permanence . . . . . . . . . . . . ••• 
G. Summary of Thomas's attitude toward nature • • 
Chapter V. Thomas's Achievement. • • . . . . . . . . • 
A. 
B. 
Thomas's poetic failures illustrated by an 
examination of two poems • • • . . 
Thomas's poetic successes illustrated by 
another tw9 . . . . . . . . · · · · 
. . . 
. . . 
C. His remarkable ability to fuse poetic form and 
207 
210 
210 
212 
214 
230 
232 
237 
243 
content . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248 
D. His success in expressing most of the elements 
of tl:e creative poetic revolution • • 
E. His expression of the modern temper • • 
F. Thomas's connections with the modern poe tic 
scene . . . • • • • • • • • • 
1. His influence on Frost • • • • • • • • • • 
252 
253 
256 
257 
2. His poetry linked with that of Auden and 
Spender • • • • . . • . • • . . . • 258 
3. His vision of the scheme of things com-
pared with D. H. Lawrence's • 263 
4. With Robinson Jeffers' • • • • . • • • • 266 
5. Thomas' a poetic example becoming increas-
ingly respected • • • • 270 
G. Thomas's achievement: a sUllllllary • • 271 
Appendix • • • • • • • • . . . • • • • • • • • • 274 
Bibliography • • • • • • • • • • • • . • • • 281 
Introduction 
The subject of this dissertation will be the poetry 
of Edward Thomas (1878-1917), author of over thirty vol-
umes of prose1 and of only a slim volume of poems. 2 Al-
though the :9rose bulks large and Thomas devoted most of 
his literary career to its writing, it does not warrant 
the further study that the poems do. The prose has been 
studied at some length already, for a variety of reasons. 
It has provided materials for biographical studies, 3 for 
tracing the evolution of Thomas's ideas and of his prose 
style, 4 and for an anthology, prefaced by a study of tbe 
significance of Thomas as a writer of prose. 5 On the other 
hand, the poetry has not received the full treatment that 
it deserves, despite the fact that, since his death, Thomas 
has become increasingly regarded as a poet of importance. 
The slighting of the noetry in favor of the prose is 
not difficult to understand. The prose of Thomas is more 
approachable than the poetry. Written ever a period of 
1 See Robert P. Eckert, Edward Thomas: 
~ ~ Bibliography (New York: E. P. Dutton, 
185-289. 
h. Biography 
1937)' pp. 
2 Poems (London: Selwyn & Blount, 1917); La(t Poems 
(London: Selwyn & Blount, 1918); Collected Poems London: 
Selwyn & Blount, 1920); (London: Faber & Faber, 1936). · 
3 Eckert, Qa• cit.; John M.oore, ~Life and Letters 
of Edward Thomas {London: Heinemann, 1939). 
4 H. Coombes, Edward Thomas (London: Chatto & Windus, 
1956). 
5 Roland Gant, The Prose Q.! Edward Thomas (London: 
The Falcon Press, 1948). 
2 
twenty years, it provides the student with a developing, 
maturing prose style, one patterned in the early books 
upon the style of Ruskin and Pater and later developing 
its own characteristic manner, less precious and more 
vigorous and natural. The task of defining the change and 
of characterizing it according to different phases, of 
sorting out the different kinds of books and labeling them 
appropriately as "country books," "topographical studies," 
"biographical and critical studies," "fictional works" 
presents no very great hardships. The prose, furthermore, 
provides a fa±rly familiar record of the experience or a 
sensitive person, alienated. by contemporary civilization, 
identifying himself. almost exclusively with the landscape 
or the southern counties of England and with the country-
men and countrywomen living in it, much as, for instance, 
Jefferies and Hudson had already done. In contrast with 
the poetry, the prose tends to be a fa1~1y obvious symptom 
of the times. One can trace the influences upon it and 
compare it with the work of others. It reveals the ex-
pected; in it, by comparison with the poetry, one en-
counters little of the unusual, subtle, mysterious, or 
original. 6 
It is otherwise with tbe poetry. In the poetry, if 
6 See Coombes, 232.· cit., pp. 18-51, for the most 
sympathetic criticism of the prose. 
3 
not in the prose, Thomas's work is at once less approach-
able because more original. To most of his contemporaries, 
to his friends and to the editors to whom he submitted his 
poems for publication, his poetry seemed disappointing in 
its lack of an obvious kind of sensuous appeal. Accustomed 
as they were to the exotic melancholia of Ernest Dowson or 
Lionel Johnson, to the romantic otherworldliness of the 
early Yeats, to the traditional and fastidious matter and 
manner of Robert Bridges, or to the vigorous and rhythmical 
patriotism of Kipling, they were unprepared to find anything 
familiarly "poetic" in the poems of Thomas. His friends 
criticized his poetry for being "petty in incident," for 
lacking vigor and variety, for suffering from "dimness and 
lack of concreteness." 7 His wife records in her book 
on Thomas that "he offered some of his poems to various 
editors, but no one had any room for such quiet, meditative 
verse." 8 Furthermore, it was apparently unacceptable to 
the taste of Sir Edward Marsh, editor of the Georgian 
Poetry anthologies published between 1912 and 1922, which 
included the work of many of Thomas's contemporaries with 
whom Thomas has often been associated. 9 Marsh was a literary 
7. Eckert, ~· cit., p. 158. 
8 Helen Thomas, World Without ~ (New York: Harpers, 
1931)' p. 196. 
9 (London: The Poetry Bookshop). 
4 
conservative and accepted poems only if tbey appealed to 
his conservative tastes. In the final volume of his series 
he denied the charges that he had been arbitrary in his 
choice of the work of poets for inclusion in his anthologies 
by pleading consistency: his "aim in selection" had been 
to exclude the work of poets who wrote poetry which seemed 
to him "in its lack of inspiration and its disregard of 
form, like gravy imitati.ng lava.n 10 Later (in 1939) he 
wrote: 
I liked poetry to be all three (or if not all three, 
at least two; or if the worst came to the worst, at 
least one) of the following things: intelligible, 
musical and racy, and I was happier with it if it 
was written on some formal princiule which I could 
discern,ll · 
The verse of Thomas is not always immediately intelligible 
as characteristic Georgian poetry is, nor, surely, is it 
"musical and racy," nor is the "formal principle" probably 
as obvious as Sir Edward would have liked it to be. To 
his contemporaries, there was then, apparently, something 
foreign, strange, and unapproachable about the poetry of 
Thomas. Yet even critics writing more recently, long after 
the publication of Thomas's poems, point to a certain 
elusive quality in than which "defies analysis,nl2 to a 
10 Georgian Poetry, 1920-~ (New York: G. P. Putnam, 
1923), tP· 2.1 
11 A Nymber 2! People (London: Harper and Brothers, 
1939) • p. 322. 
12 Louis Bonnerot1 "Edward Thomas,'' Revue .Anglo-Americaine, Onzi~me Annee, No.4 (Avril, 1934), p. 306. 
discovery of an "unexpected meaning" which is "difficult 
to explain," l3 to a "strange vis ion" which emerges mys-
teriously from meticulously precise and clear imagery,l4 
5 
or to "a subjection of the medium to the imaginative ferlll3nt 
so complete that [ Thomas's poems] are altogether new events 
in English poetry,ttl5 
Perhaps for these reasons studies of Thomas's poetry 
have not been numerous. The few critics of his poetry 
since the year 1920, the year of publication of his f2!-
lected Paems and three years after his death, have been 
content to write comparatively brief and incomplete studies. 
One could survey this criticism in the order of its publica-
tion or distinguish between criticism in book and in article 
form. But it seems best to sort it into two groups, repre-
senting two approaches to literature, keeping in mind that 
there is really no sharp and clear difference of type or 
degree of excellence but only a difference in emphasis. one 
group of critics stresses more than the other the personal-
ity of the man revealed in his work, the other the quality 
and chief characteristics of the work itself. Most of the 
early critics of Thomas may be included in the first group. 
13 David Daiches, Poetry ~ ~ Modern World: A 
St dl .!2! Poetry in England Betwevn ~ .!l:££ ~ (Uni--
ty of Chicago Press, 1940), p. 71. 
14 Ibid. 
15 John Lehmann, The Open Night (New York: Harcourt 
Brace, 1952), p. 86, 
5 
In an article in~~ Review, a substantial one, 
concerned not only with the Collected Poems of 1920 but also 
with Thomas's efforts in prose, George F. Whicher attempts 
to define the measure of Thomas's success as a writer and 
his meaning for the times. He writes, 
Though the promise of his life was never completely 
fulfilled, he left us a considerable body of work 
instinct with his rare personality •••• Much that has 
been said of Thomas's later prose applies also to 
the poems •••• They are sincere, passionately sincere in 
the avoidance of every device of artistry. Their 
method is the very antithesis of Swinburne's. Regular 
and even consistent form seldom appears •••• The whole 
style ••• seems as though it 'grew to his use like the 
handle of a walking stick.•l5 
Impressed by Thomas's unsophisticated sincerity, Whicher 
also notes the originality of his use of nature as his sub-
ject; he admires his "minute observation of the English 
countryside" in poems that "bear the stamp or no other per-
sonality.1117 And he indicates the limits or Thomas's powers 
as a poet of nature: 
Such intimate communion with nature cannot be held by 
one who rides the traditional high horse of poetry. 
Thomas's imagination was winged for no towering sweep, 
but to move in short goldfinch flights clo-se to earth 
and grass.l8 
Defining the tone of Thomas's poems as a "gentle pure gravity," 
rarely happy, mostly melancholy, he finds in Thomas, none-
16 "Edward Thomas," The~ Review, IX (April, 1920), 
558, 564. 
17 Ibid., p. 564. 
18 Ibid., p. 565. 
theless, and this is of utmost importance to Whicher, a 
~trength and exultation" that are "ready to answer to the 
call,"l9 
7 
Middleton Murry likewise finds the poetry of Thomas 
significant for the evidence it reveals of a "life which dis-
aster could not kill."20 He too is nrlmarily interested in 
the "mind and spirit," the personality, of Thomas, His 
essay concludes with the idea that Thomas was not a "great 
poet ••• but one who had many (and among them the chief) of 
the qualities of a great poet.n21 Murry claims that Thomas 
did not possess the "instrument," the style, of a great poet, 
for he did not live long enough to "perfect" it,22 But he 
did have the "chief" quality, his modernity, which Murry 
defines as Thomas's recognition and acceptance of the fact 
that we human beings are "children" of a universe which has 
for us no kind feelings. "Edward Thomas knew this. The 
knowledge should be the common property of the poetry of _our 
time, marking it off from what went before and from what will 
come after."23 Murry concludes, "We believe that ••• the 
19 
20 
21 
Ibid., pp. 565-566. 
A8pects of Literature (New York: 
Ibid., pp. 37-38. 
22 Ibid., p. 37. 
23 Ibid., p. 32. 
Knopf, 1920), p. 29, 
8 
presence of this knowledge, and the q_uality which this knowl-
edge imparts, makes Edward Thomas more than one among his 
contemporaries. He is their chief,n24 The whole essay 
reveals the enthusiasm of a convert. 
Not only most of the early but also fairly recent criti-
cism of Thomas's poetry is mainly devoted to a study of the 
man himself as he is reflected in his work. This trend in 
Thomas criticism can be accounted for in part by the fact 
that the death of the soldier-:9oet in war tends to add glamor 
to the man himself. His work becomes pri~rily interesting 
as revelation of personality, as a vehicle of self-expression, 
In part also the persistence of the trend is accounted for 
by the fact that the two books by his wife, published to-
gether in 1931, 25 as a complete account of their life, are 
probably "more widely read than his poetry.n 26 It is to 
correct the "legend," in part created by the work of Helen 
Thomas, Coombes.sars, that is the object of his writing his 
book-length study of Thomas: 
Possibly it is better that there should be an inadequate 
legend than none at all, but when the inadequacy or the 
deviations tend to put up a barrier against the full and 
24 Ibid., pp. 32-33. 
25 As It Was (London: Harper and Brothers, 1927), in-
cluded in~er-worid Without~ (1931). 
26. Coombes, ~· cit., p. 9. 
9 
balanced recognition of the writer one of our aims must 
be to attempt to adjust with a redistribution of emnha-
sis and a demonstration of the shortcomings or falslties. 27 
Coombes's book is the longest work, barring the biographies, 
yet to appear on Thomas. After a short chapter devoted to 
"Life, Legend, and Repute," Coombes's chapters are entitled 
as follows: "The Prose," "Nature and the Country," "Literary 
Criticism," "Character and T~perament," and finally "The 
Poetry." His "ultimate aim" in writing is to "explore and 
define" Thomas's "mind and spirit" and to "indicate what 
particular value they may have for us.n28 His book is in 
many ways helpful; the references to it in the pages of the 
following chapters of this dissertation will attest to this 
fact. The chapters which should be of particular value to 
a person interested in Thomas's poetry are the two, "Nature 
and the Country," and "The Poetry." Unfortunately both in 
their own ways are disappointing, the first in that Coombes 
attempts in no way to relate Thomas to the tradition of 
nature-writing and discusses Thomas's response to nature only 
in terms of the prose, the second in that be does not take 
the time to provide a full and detailed critical and inter-
pretive study of the poems. 
There are other important, briefer treatments of the 
poetry of Thomas primarily interested, as the forenamed are, 
in the "mind and spirit" of Thomas and in his ability ",to 
27 Ibid., p. 10. 
28 Ibid., p. 17. 
10 
strengthen and console." One of' these is a brief' essay by 
Aldous Huxley, in which he points out, much as Murry already 
had done, that Thomas's poetry "affects one morally as well 
as aesthetically and intellectually," that its effect "on 
minds grown weary in the midst of' the intolerable turmoil 
and aridity of' daily wage-earning existence" is to fall "with 
29 
a touch of' momentary rejuvenation." It has this effect 
primarily because Thomas is a genuine "nature poet": he has 
not only "felt profoundly and intimately those peculiar 
emotions which nature can inspire" but also has been"able 
to express them in such a way that his reader feels them," 
because Thomas 
never philosophizes the emotions which he feels in the 
presence of' nature and beauty, but presents them as 
they stand, transmitting them directly to his readers 
without the interposition or any obscuring medium.30 
John Lehmann finds Thomas important for much the same rea-
sons. He finds himself' drawn to Thomas's poetry because of 
its "intensity or feeling," because of' a quality in it "that 
suggested that he found in nature a spiritual revelation," 
and because 
at the same time this intensity was expressed with 
the utmost simplicity and transparency, an absence 
G:t' rhetorical flourishes and ingenious elaboration.31 
29 On the Margin (New York: Doran, 1923), pp. 143-144. 
30 ~ •• pp. 144-146. 
31 .QR. cit., p. 78. 
These are the critics--Whicher, Murry, Coombes, Hux-
ley, and Lehmann--who, besides the biographers, referred 
11 
to earlier, are primarily interested in the poet, and in 
his poetry, insofar as the poetry reveals the nature of the 
poet. 
A second group of critics are perhaps best referred to 
as the more academic or representatives of the New Criticism. 
These seem to give less emphasis to the element of self-
expression in the poetry of Thomas. Instead, the French 
critic, Louis Bonnerot, and Geoffrey Bullough attempt to 
define the significance of Thomas's poetry in terms of the 
literary tradition. 32 In a recent article, .Tohn Burrow 
suggests that t l:B "particular strength" of Thomas's poems 
"testifies .•• to an intelligent reading of Keats" and writes 
his article in order to "assess the contribution made by the 
reading of Keats to his tThomas'sl own poetry.rr 33 F. R. 
Leavis devotes a brief portion of the second chapter of his 
New Bearings in English Poetry34 to distinguishing the poetry 
of Thomas (and that of Edmund Blunden) from the work of other 
poets with whom Thomas aDd Blunden are often associated, 
32 Bonnerot, .Q:Q. • ...,ill.; Bullough, The Trend ..Q!, Modern 
Poetry (London: Oliver & Boyd, 1949). 
33 "Keats and Edward Thomas," Essays in Criticism, VII 
(October, 1957), 404-405. 
34 ~ Bearings in English Poetry: ~ Study of the 
Contemporary Situation-rLondon: Chatto & Windus, l932T; 
pp. 69-72. 
12 
generally called the Georgians, and to defining the particu-
lar distinctive quality of Thomas's achievement as a poet 
"who succeeded in expressing in poetry a representative 
35 
modern sensibility;" Leavis concludes his brief treatment 
of Thomas by commenting that the work of Thomas in poe try 
"was an achievement of a very rare order" and that he has "not 
yet had the recognition 
Robert Penn Warren have 
he deserves." 36 Cleanth Brooks and 
3? 
attempted jointly by their comments 
and questions to help students explore three representative 
poems of Thomas in order to demonstrate to the "careful reader" 
their "deeply moving" artistry. 38 
To all trese critics, in both groups, this dissertation 
will be indebted, for its ultimate aim is to define as fully 
and carefully as possible Thomas 1 s "ach ievem;, nt of a very 
rare order" (in the words of Leavis already quoted), and 
these critics have pointed the way. In more specific terms 
the objective will be, first, to relate Thomas as closely 
as possible to his poetic milieu and, second, to provide a full 
descriptive, interpretive, and critical study of his poetry. 
The first chapter of this dissertation will be engaged 
with tre first objective, the last four chapters with tre 
35 ~. p. ?2. 
36 l.12.!.Q.. 
3? In their "Teacher's Manual" to accompany Understand-
~ Poetry: ~Anthology~ College Students (New York: 
Holt, 1951). 
3e. Ibid., P· 41. 
sedond. Chapter II will seek to describe Thomas's verse 
in terms of its style, Chapter III in terms of the minor 
themes, Chapter rv in terms of the major theme of nature, 
13 
and Chapter V will attempt a full interpretive and critical 
study, although interpretation and criticism will be implicit 
in the other chapters as well. 
Chapter I 
Thomas and the Poetic Milieu: 1909-1917 
Edward Thomas's poems were all written between November, 
1914, and April, 1917,1 during a period in which occurred 
important, even revolutionary, developments in English poetry.2 
The relations between Thomas's poetry and these developments 
are interesting and significant, because in certain ways he 
isolated himself from his poetic milieu while at the same 
time his poetry can be understood in terms of the general 
tendencies of the period and can be seen as a symptom of them. 
His poetic career was very short, but it followed a com-
paratively long one from approximately 1897 to 1914 in which 
he wrote prose works. One can see his literary career, 
therefore, as bridging two fairly distinct periods of English 
literature, Victorian and modern. On the other hand, stand-
ing at a farther distance from it and comparing it with the 
much longer careers of other writers, one can see his career 
as having no very firm ties with the literature of either 
period. As a consequence, literary historians are generally 
not in agreement as to whether he is to be considered ~a late 
Romantic-Victorianrt who expresses the rtend of a tradition~ of 
1 James Guthrie, rtEdward Thomas's Letters toW. H. Hud-
son,~ !£!London Mercury, II (August, 1920), 441. 
2 c. M. Bowra, The Creative E~eriment (London: Mac-
millan, 1949), p. 1; David Daiches, he Present Age in British 
Literature (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1958), p. 22. 
14 
15 
"regionalist poetry,"3 or a backward-looking traditionalist 
among those who reverted to "an artificial primitivism,"4 
or a "strangely original," minor modern poet who shows no 
ties with other modern poets,5 or a country poet unfairly 
classed among the Georgians who reveals significant modern 
tendencies ~n thought and style, 6 or, finally, one of a 
group of "important" modern poets, a group which includes, 
besides Thomas himself, Yeats, Eliot, Owen, Graves, Auden, 
7 
and Dylan Thomas, It would appear, therefore, that one of 
the first duties of any student of Thomas's poetry should be 
to define Thomas's place in the story of twentieth-century 
poetry. This attempt will necessitate a survey of the main 
tendencies in poetry shortly after the turn of the century 
and of Thomas's connections or lack of connections with 
particular schools and movements and with other poets during 
the period. 
It seems fairly apparent that fundamental changes occurred 
in poetry shortly after the turn of the century, To be sure, 
3 dohn Heath-Stubbs, The Darkling Plain: A Study 6f the 
Late Fortunes of Romanticism in English Poetry from George Dar-
ley tow. B. Yeats (London: Eyre & Spottiswood~950), p.~. 
4 H. V. Routh, English Literature and Ideas in the Twen-
tieth Century: An Inquiry 1Bi£ Present Difficulties and Future 
Prospects (London: Methuen, l946),pp. 11, 76-79; William 
York Tindall, Forces in Modern British Literature: 1885-1946. (New York: Knopf, 1947), p. 372. ----
. 
5 A. C, Ward, Twentieth Century Literature, 1901-1940, 
7th edition (London: Methuen, 1940), p. 185; Daiches, Poetry 
and~ Modern World, pp. 71-72. 
6 Leavis, ~· cit., pp. 65-72. 
7 F. w. Bateson, English Poetry: A Critical Introduction 
(London: Longmans, Green, 1950), p. 109. 
16 
locating tl::e change as having occurred at this particular time 
rather than earlier seems to leave out of account the work of 
Hopkins, who wrote his influential poems during tbe seventies 
and eighties of the preceding century. When, however, Hopkins 
entrusted them to Robert Bridges, the latter was sufficiently 
impressed by their amazing independence from the Victorian 
poetic tradition to hold off publishing them. Consequently, 
they were not felt as an influence until their publication in 
1918, 8 Important changes in poetry had occurred before 1918. 
One important tendency in the literature of the neriod just 
before the turn of the century was toward realism and natu-
ralism. This tendency found expression in the novels of Moore, 
Gissing, Hardy, and Bennett, among others. But it is scarcely 
to be noticed in the poetry of the period, except in the work 
of Henley, Hardy, and Kipling. 9 In poetry the main tendency 
was away from realism toward aestheticism and the Decadence, 
perhaps the last flowering of the Romantic strain in the 
nineteenth century, 10 or toward maintaining the atmosphere 
of decorum and conservatism _ revealed at its best in the po-
etry of Bridges, Watson, and Newbolt, 11 distinctly a poetry 
8 john Pick, Gerard Manley Hopkins: Priest and Poet 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1942), p. l25.-------
9 Mark Longaker & Edwin c. Bqles, Contemporary English 
Literature (New York: Appleton-Century-Cro~ts, 1953), pp. 
1'1-18. 
10 Daiches, Poetry ~ the Modern World, pp. 15-16. 
11 Longaker & e Bo).es, .Q:Q.• ill· , pp. 14-17. 
1? 
of the "quarterdeck." 12 
Just after the turn of the century, or, to be more exact, 
between the years 1909 and 191?, occurred the significant 
changes which ushered in what may be called "modern poetry." 
The year 1909 is chosen because in 1908 Yeats's Collected 
Works in Verse ~ Prose13 marks the close of his early 
Yellow Book manner and Pound's Personae of 190914 the begin-
nings of the new creative, experimental manner. Yeats 's ~ 
Green Helmet ~ Other Poems of 191015 shows signs of a 
change to a more realistic verse; and Resoonsibilities: 
Poems !U!£..!!. Play of 191416 reveals the change unmistakably. 
The terminal date, 191?, is appropriate in that it is not 
only the year of the death of Thomas but also the year of 
publication of Eliot's Prufrock .!!:!!.Q. Other Observations, 17 a 
volume which reveals the modern manner completely. 
Herbert Read writes of his experience of the "discovery 
of poetrynl8 in the early years of t re century in a manner 
which will shed light on the nature of this fundamental 
change in poetry. After describing his early discoveries 
of poetry, Read tells his experience of Donne and Browning, 
12 Vivian de Sola Pinto, Crisis in English Poetry, 
1880-12!Q (London: Hutchinson House, 1951), p. 81. 
13 (Stratford on Avon: The Shakespeare Head Press). 
14 (London: Elkin Mathews). 
15 (Dundrum: Cuala Press). 
16 (Dundrum: Cuala Press). 
1? (London: The E~ist Press). 
18 The Innocent Eye (New York: Holt, 194?), pp. ?5-10?. 
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both of whom appealed to him because of the marked difference 
between their poetry and the more conventional poetry being 
written at this time. He says he was particularly attracted 
to the poetry of Donne because Donne's conceits "were an 
attempt to bridge the separate worlds of intellect and feel-
ing," and, as he says, "I began to conceive of poetry as an 
intermediary between these conflicting forces." Browning, 
for similar reasons, appealed to Read: 
Browning's technique I found entirely relevant. He too 
was occupied by this problem--the expression of intel-
lectual concepts in the language of feeling--though his 
intelligence was historical and ethical rather than 
experimental and aesthetic, and his emotions were dis-
torted by the moral conventions of his age. His tech-
nique,however, was free: a reaction against the 
Parnassian polish of Tennyson and Arnold, a return to 
the rugged exactitude of Donne. Until Hopkins was 
discovered (in 1918, though odd poems had appeared 
earlier) Browning was the only English poet of the im-
mediate past who worked anything like a ferment in the 
minds of the poets of the decade 1906-1915 (the decisive 
years in the formation of the modern poetic tradition 
in England) ,19 
What were the changes that shaped the ''modern poetic 
tradition"? In general and briefly they were these. First, 
modern poets rejected the idea that poetry should deal with 
special kinds of experience which are suitable to poetry, 
with ~oetical" or "beautiful" subjects, and began to exploit 
new areas of experience distinctly at times unpoetica1. 20 
19 Ibid., p, 97, 
20 Michael Roberts, "Introduction" to ~he Faber Book 
of MOdern Verse (London: Faber & Faber, l936T7 p. 16.----
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Second, aware that experience itself is complex and wanting 
to tell the truth about it as they saw it "with their whole 
natures,"21 they responded to experience with a new complexity 
of attitude, "without the simplifications and the order which 
analytical thought gives."22 Third, needing in order to 
accomplish their aims, a new vocabulary and a less rigid 
conception of form, their object wag to avoid every kind 
of "verbal imprecision and lushness, 1123 by introducing a 
"wider range of diction" from almost all areas of experience.24 
They sought to avoid rigid metrical forms which would pre-
vent the honest and vivid expression of varied and often 
complex emotions. However, as Herbert Read has said, "far 
from seeking freedom and irresponsibility (implied by the 
unfortunate term free verse)" the modern poet sought "a 
stricter discipline, which is the discipline of the exact 
concord to thought and feeling. 1125 Fourth, whereas nine-
teenth-century poets tried to convey an "ultimate sense of 
harmony," moderns have introduced a different quality of 
21 
22 
23 
24 
Bowra, .2l2.· cit., p. 6. 
Ibid., p. 7. 
Daiches, The Present~ in British Literature, p. 27. 
Bateson, .2l2.• cit., p. 242. 
25 Phases of English Poetry (Norfolk, Connecticut: New 
Directions, l95l~ p. 186. 
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emotions, often "discordant and disturbing," a poetry of 
"unresolved tensions and troubling states of mind,"26 which 
mirrors the plight of the poet in the modern world, a world 
in which he feels essentially isolated, by which he is 
alienated, yet in which he must build his home. 27 In the 
face of the crumbling of familiar forms of culture by sci-
entific and industrial forces, poets have sought to 
clarify their own vision by expressing the disorder 
which they see about them, and by finding and defining 
those things in the older trad§tion which they hold 
to be valuable and necessary.2 
Fifth, as a result of their wish to convey the complexity of 
experience as honestly as possible they were often "driven 
to a complicated utterance." 29 They saw that "the business 
of poetry is not to simplify and explain, but to present," 30 
and since, as Herbert Read has pointed out, the poet has 
tended to feel "trapped in a mechanical civilization,"31 he 
has been writing for a small group of initiates, a "few 
thousand," 32 who care for poetry well enough to follow the 
26 Bowra, ~· £11., p. 17 
27 Amos N. Wilder, The Spiritual Aspects of ~ ~ 
Poetry (New York: Harpers, 1940), pp. 7-12. 
28 Roberts, ~· cit., p. 10' •. 
29 
30 
31 
Read, Phases £! English Poetry, p. 184. 
Bowra, ~· cit., p. 24. 
Phases of English Poetry, p. 174. 
32 W. H. Auden, "In Memory of W. B. Yeats," ~ QQ!-
lected Poetry£! W. g. Auden (New York: Random House, 1945), 
p. 49. 
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poet in his use of symbols and other forms of "ulteriority.n 33 
This list of the general ways in which modern poetry 
differs from the poetry of the preceding period is, of course, 
not complete. It fails to give enough emphasis to the strain 
of metaphysical wit in Eliot and Auden and others. But 
Eliot should be thought of as post-Thomas and his work an 
extension of the experiments already started by Pound, whose 
early work is contemporaneous with Thomas's poetry. 34 The 
list does offer a sufficient number of important criteria 
by which one can distinguish modern poetry in the modern 
manner from the poetry of the preceding age and from tradi-
tionalist poetry still being written in the first~ decades 
of the twentieth century. The changes enumerated above can 
be seen in the work of the important creative poets of the 
early years of the century. Of course not all of the poets 
will illustrate all the changes, but their work can best be 
33 
essay to 
Library, 
Robert Frost, "The Constant Symbol," 
The Poems of Robert Frost (New York: 
1946), p. xvi. 
an introductory 
The Modern 
34 This strain of metaphysical wit in Eliot comes in 
part from the late-Symbolist manner of LaFargue and the meta-
physical manner of Donne and Jacobean dramatists. What we 
see characteristically in the work of Eliot, according to 
F. o. Matthiessen, is "the rapid association of ideas," "the 
flash of wit," the absence of "connecting links" between 
images and symbols, "the bringing to bear of a great deal of 
packed experience into a single moment of expression," the 
"unexpected bringing together of material from seemingly 
disparate experiences." (The Achievement of!· s. Eliot: 
An Ejsay on the Nature of Poetry (Oxford University Press, 
1947 , pp-.-15=18). This-$raln is to be seen of course in the 
work of Pound, of the later Yeats, and, in attenuated form, 
in a few poems of Thomas. 
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understood as creative and influential because it reflects 
at least some of the changes listed above. 
The poetry of Yeats, by virtue of the fact that Yeats's 
poetic career can be dated 1885-1939, reveals the chan~ 
from the poetic style of the ~ de siecle more vividly than 
the work of most other modern poets. A few quotations from 
his poetry will suffice to show the general change in manner. 
The first one, characteristic of the nineteenth-century manner, 
before the change takes place, is taken from the volume en-
titled The Wanderings of Oisin and Other Poems, published in 
1889: 35 
Autumn is over the long leaves that love us, 
And over the mice in the barley sheaves; 
Yellow the leaves of the rowan above us, 
And yellow the wet wild-strawberry leaves. 
The hour of the waning of love has beset us, 
And weary and worn are our sad souls now; 
Let us part, ere the season of passion forge;5us, With a kiss and a tear on thy drooping brow. 
This poem, representative of the early manner of Yeats, a 
lovely poem of its kind and far better than most poems of the 
period, reveals many of the characteristics of the late nine-
teenth century Romantic manner: a languorous mood created by 
the subject isself, a rather tritely poetical subject, and by 
the manner in which Yeats presents it. One may note, for 
instance, the rather insistent anapestic and dactylic rhythm 
35 
36 
York: 
(London: Kagan Paul, Trench) 
"The Falling of the Leaves," Collected Poems (New 
Macmillan, 1933), p. 17. 
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to which the feminine rhymes add their emphasis, or the choice 
of words and phrases, particularly in the second stanza, or 
the fairly obvious alliteration. All these devices give to 
the poem a mannered, artificial quality, highly skillful but 
obvious, and, when used and re-used in poem after poem, 
rather tiresome. Then, in 1905, in a letter to a friend, 
John Quinn, we see that Yeats is himself becoming critical 
of his early style: 
I have altogether re-written my Shadowy Waters. There 
is hardly a page of the old, The very temper of the 
thing is different. It is full of homely phrases and 
of the idiom of daily speech •••• I believe more strongly 
every day that the element of strength in poetic language 
is common idiom, just as the element of strength in 
poetic construction is common passion.37 
As one of his biographers, Richard Ellmann, says, Yeats's 
poems written in this year (1905) and in the following four or 
five, whfuh were printed in The Green Helmet and Other Poems 
of 1910, reveal characteristics of these "new esthetic 
doctrines.n38 Ellmann, for instance, finds lines like these, 
which he quotes, to be "very close to speech, arrogant 
speech":39 
Why should I blame here that she filled my days 
With misery, or that she would of late 
Have taught to ignorant men most violent ways 
Or hurled the little streets upon the great,,,,40 
37 The Letters of W. B. Yeats, edited by Allan Wade 
(New York:--Macmillan-,-1955T, pp. 461-462. 
38 
1948), P• 
The ~ ~ the Masks (New York: Macmillan, 
39 Ibid. 
40 "No Second Troy," Collected Poems, p. 103. 
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One sees the changes thst formed the modern poetic tradition 
even more clearly in Yeats's next volume, Responsibilities 
(1914), in which he further broadened the scope of his sub-
jects to include explicitly the world of Irish politics. The 
change in the verse is startling: the dreamy otherworldliness 
is gone, and with it the languor, the nerveless diction, the 
mechanical rhythm. One finds lines like these: 
What need you, being come to sense, 
But fumble in a greasy till 
And add the halfpence to the pence 
And prayer to shivering prayer, until 
You hsve dried the marrow from the bone; 
For men were born to pray and save: 
Romantic Ireland's dead and gon~1 It's with O'Leary in the grave. 
Here Yeats is writing for his "own race and the reality":42 
one hears now the tone and accents of the spoken language 
delivered naturally in a wider range of diction, some of it 
distinctly unpoetical, and in the rhythm of speech, while at 
the same time Yeats has actually adhered to a fairly regular 
iambic measure. This excerpt from "September 1913" is, of 
course, not comparable in subject matter with "The Falling of 
the Leaves," quoted earlier, so that it may not be quite fair 
to compare the two in style, but the reader of Responsibilities 
is hard put to find in this volume any poem exactly comparable 
in theme with the earlier poem. The closest parallel is 
41 
42 
"September 1913," ibid., pp. 122-123. 
"The Fisherman," ibid., p. 168, 
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perhaps "Fallen Majesty": 
Although crowds gathered once if she but showed 
her face 
And even old men's eyes grew dim, this hand alone, 
Like some last courtier at a gypsy camping-place 
Babbling of fallen majesty, records what's gone. 
The lineaments, a heart that laughter has made sweet, 
These, these remain, but I record what's gone. A 
crowd 
Will gather, and not know it walks the very street 
Whereon a thing once walked that seemed a burning 
cloud."!3 
This poem, too, is elegiac but not sentimental. The feeling 
is held in check by the simile in stanza one and by the 
understatement in the last line. The diction is more accurate, 
varied, even surprising, the movement more subtle than in the 
earlier comparable poem. One does not derive the impression 
that he is reading the work of a poet "banished by the world 
and banishing the world. 11 44 After the years 1912-1914, in 
which Yeats was caught up by Dublin politics, he discarded 
the old, elaborate style, the 
coat 
Covered with embroideries 
Out of old mythologies,45 
and embarked upon e. career during which, he said, he hoped 
to write at least one 
43 
44 
45 
~ •• p. 141 
Pinto, .2ll.• ill•, p. 18. 
"A Coat," Collected Poems, p. 145. 
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Poem maybe as cold 
And passionate as the dawn. 46 
The poems of Responsibilities reveal a poetry of the modern 
tradition in that they exploit new areas of experience, in 
that they show Yeats responding to experience with a new 
complexity of attitude, and in that their diction, measures, 
and imagery show a new variety, compression, and nower. The 
later poems of Yeats will demonstrate more fully than these 
do the fourth and fifth elements of the revolution in poetry, 
the giving voice to the discordancies of the twentieth-century 
mind and to the daring complexities of the new manner in 
powerful symbolic language. 
Other poets--notably John Millington Synge, who wrote 
his poems at the end of the first decade of the century--
reveal at least a few of the elements of the poetic revolution, 
Some years before Yeats wrote the lines quoted from Responsi-
bilities, Synge had already written in prefaces to The Playboy 
Qt the Western World47 and to his poems48 his conviction that 
46 
"The Fisherman," ibid., p. 169. See Thomas's review 
of Yeats's Poems (London: ~in, 1912). Of Yeat•s revi-
sions of "The Countess Cathleen" Thomas wrote: "Some of the 
characters are more sharply defined, the action is clearer, 
the stage directions more full •••• The play is thus relieved 
of a little ~oetic unreality." Thomas approved of Yeats's 
new "austere" style (Poetry and Drama, I (March, 1913), 
53-54). 
4? ~ Comedy in Three ~ (Dublin: Maunsel & Co., 190?). 
48 Poems~ Translations (Dundrum: cuala Press, 1909). 
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poetry and the drama had suffered long enough from "poetic 
diction" of the sort illustrated in Yeats's "The Falling of 
the Leaves." Synge wished to write a play or a poem in a 
language both natural and rich. In his preface to The Play-
boy he said that he thought he had found such a language in 
the speech of the country people of the west of Ireland: 
In countries where the imagination of the people, and 
the language they use, is rich and living, it is pos-
sible for a writer to be rich and copious in his words, 
and at the same time to give the reality, which is the 
root of all poetry, in a comprehensive and natural 
form. In the modern literature of towns, however, rich-
ness is found only in sonnets, or prose poems, or in 
one or two elaborate books that are far away from the 
profound and common interests of life. One has, on 
one side, Mallarme and Huysmans producing this litera-
ture; and on the other, Ibsen and Zola dealing w!~h 
the reality of life in joyless and pallid words. 
In his preface to his poems, Synge reiterated his claim that 
the language of poetry must be returned to reality or its 
poetical exaltation would sound hollow indeed: 
The poetry of exaltation will be a1ways the highest; 
but when men lose their poetic feeling for ordinary 
life, and cannot write poetry of ordinary things, 
their exalted poetry is likely to lose its strength 
of exaltation, in the way men cease to build beautiful 
churches when they have lost happiness in building 
shops •••• The strong things of life are needed in 
poetry also, to show that what is exalted and tender 
is not made by feeble blood. It may almost be said 
that before verse can be human again it must learn to 
be brutal.oO 
Synge translated poetic theory into noetic practice thus, in 
49 The Complete Works of ~ M. synge (New York: Ran-
dom House:-!935), pp. 3-4. 
50 Ibid., p. 271. 
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a poem entitled "A ~uestion": 
I asked if I got sick and died, would you 
With my black funeral go walking too, 
If you'd stand close to hear them talk or pray 
While I'm let down in that steep bank of clay. 
And, No, you said, for if you saw a crew 
Of living idiots pressing round that new 
Oak coffin--they alive, I dead beneath 
That board--you'd rave and rend them with your teeth.51 
Here again one hears the tone and diction of speech, a natural-
ness and vigor, and an earthy passion--a poetic manner austere 
and intense, later to be incorporated in the greater poems of 
Yeats's mature period. 52 
If the revolution in poetry soon after the turn of the 
century can be found in the work of Yeats and in a more re-
stricted way in that of Synge, it can also be seen elsewhere 
in the poetry of the period, The "revival of the rough, 
supple, colloquial verse of the Engli~popular tradition" 
in the poetry of Kipling and Masefield helped to bring "a 
healthy vulgarity back to poetry which had grown excessively 
bookish and refined." 53 Both Kipling and Masefield at their 
best used "the language that Englishmen were actually using 
in the pubs, the cottages, and the streets."54 These two 
poets, too, helped to open up new areas of experience for the 
modern poet to write about, areas of experience seldom dealt 
51 1£1£., p. 288. 
52 In, to be specific, "Easter, 1916," "The 
"Sailing to Byzantium," "The Tower," and others. 
Poems, pp. 207, 215, 223, and 224 respectively). 
53 Pinto, ~· £11., p. 32. 
~ •• p. 128. 
Second Coming," 
(Collected 
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with in the poetry of the late Victorian period. In the work 
of these writers, and of Synge, and in a far more comprehen-
sive way in the poetry of Yeats is revealed a fundamental 
shift from the celebration of a rather over-refined concept of 
beauty to a celebration of life itself. 
Neither Kipling nor Masefield, however, demonstrated in 
their work more of the modern revolution in verse than a 
realistic treatment of what their readers probably considered 
unpoetical subjects. Nor did they exert such an influence 
on the development of modern poetry as Ezra Pound did. In 
the late years of the first decade of the century he was con-
tending, along with Hulme and F. s. Flint, two men closely 
associated with Pound in the early development of Imagist 
poetry, that the "old devices of regular metrical beat and 
regular rhyming" were worn out,55 that the language of tra-
ditional poetry had become stale and bore no real relation-
ship to reality. Writing later to Harriet Monroe (in January, 
1915), he offered her a fairly complete prescription to follow 
in choosing the verse to be printed in her magazine Poetry, 
particularly as regards the choice of language for poetry: 
Poetry must be as well written as prose •• ,departing in 
no way from speech save by heightened intensity (i.e. 
simplicity). There must be no book words, no peri-
phrases, no inversions •••• There must be no interjec-
tions. No words flying off to nothing •••• Rhythm MUST 
have meaning •••• There must be no cliches, set phrases, 
stereotyped journalese •••• No Tennysonianness of speech; 
55 Stanley K. Coffman, Jr., Imagism: A Chapter for the 
History of MOdern Poetry (Norman, Oklahoma: -university of---
Oklahoma Press, 1951), p. 109. 
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nothing--nothing that you couldn't, in some circum~ 
stances, in the stress of some emotion, actually say.56 
It will be noted here that Pound is particularly stressing 
the necessity for a more natural kind of diction in order to 
achieve clarity, the clarity and simplicity of good prose. 57 
The comment about rhythm in this passage, that it "MUST have 
meaning," might be considered the sole prescription that has 
little bearing on the general topic under discussion in the 
passage. But for Pound rhythm was not a poetic device having 
little relation to diction; rather he and other poets in the 
Imagist circle believed, it was integral to considerations of 
diction, since rhythm and diction are the inseparable com-
ponents in all intense speech, or since it is one of the fac-
tors of the overall meaning and effect of good poetry. 
One of Pound's reviews of 1914 relates closely to what 
has been said so far in this chapter about the revolution in 
English poetry in the first two decades of the twentieth 
century. In this article Pound was reviewing Yeats's volume 
entitled Responsibilities. This review is entitled, signi-
ficantly, "The Later Yeats," for Pound noted that a funda-
mental change had occurred in the poetry of Yeats: "there 
56 The Letters of ~ Pound, 12Ql-12!1 (New York: Har-
court, Brace, 1950) pp. 48-49. Two years later Eliot said 
the same thing, that poetry must "recover the accents of direct 
speech," in "Reflections on Contemporary Poetry," The Egoist, 
IV (September 1, 1917), 118. 
57 Later in his "How to Read" (1932h include1 in 111-
erary Essays of Ezra Pound, edited by T. s. Eliot Norfolk, 
Connecticut• ~ew Directions, 1954), he writes (p. 32), "I 
believe no man can now write really good verse unless he 
knows Stendhal and Flaubert." 
is," he said, "a manifestly new note in his later work," 
an absence of the artificial and mannered inversions, and 
a new "prose directness," Pound continued, "I've not a 
word against the glamour as it appears in Yeats's early 
poems, but we have had so many other pseudo-glemours and 
glamourlets and mists and fogs since the nineties that one 
is about ready for hard light." 58 What Pound meant by "hard 
light" he illustrated by quoting the first five lines of 
Yeats's "The Magi,"59 claiming that they embodied the prin-
ciples of Imagism and the qualities which he would include 
in his definition of superior poetry. This, Pound claimed, 
was of two sorts: "firstly, the sort of poetry which seems 
to be music just forcing itself into articulate speech, and 
secondly, that sort of poetry which seems as if sculpture 
or painting were just forcing itself into words." 60 What 
Pound particularly objected to in the late nineteenth-cen-
tury poetic use of metaphor was its artificiality, its 
elaborateness, a metaphor merely decorative instead of in-
tegral to meaning. Figures in this poetry, he claimed, 
suffered from vagueness and ineptness; he objected to '\neta-
phors that won't permit examination."61 The kind of imagery 
and figures he wanted to see were evident, he said, in lines 
58 Literarr Essars 1 p. 380. 
59 Collected Poems, p. 144. 
60 Literary Essays, p. 380. 
61 Letters of Pound, P• 11. 
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by Yeats that have already been cited, lines in "The Magi": 
Now as at all times I can see in the mind's eye, 
In their stiff, painted clothes, the pale unsatis-
fied ones 
Appear and disappear in the depth of the sky 
With all their ancient faces like rain-beaten stones 
And all their helms of silver hovering side by side.62 
What Pound admired in these lines, besides their expressive 
rhythm and sounds, was their clarity and the vividness of 
their images, which seemed to him to be sculptured in stone. 
Pound was one of the leading figures in the develonment 
in 1912 of the Imagist movement, content, however, to be con-
sidered part of the group for only two years.63 After Amy 
Lowell joined it in 1914, she was instrumental in disclosing 
the principles of the movement in a ureface to the first of 
a group of three anthologies to be given the title ~ Imagist 
64 Poets. The first four of the principles announced the 
intentions of the Imagists to use "the language of common 
speech," "to create new rhythms," "to allow absolute freedom 
in the choice of subject," and "to present an image." This 
last intention was further clarified as follows: 
We are not a school of painters, but we believe that 
poetry should render particulars exactly and not deal 
in vague generalities, however significant and son~r­
oua. It is for this reason that we oppose the cosmic 
poett who seems to shirk the real difficulties of his 
art.b5 
Here, of course, the Imagists were both proclaiming a program 
62 Yeats, Collected Poems, p. 144. 
63 Coffman, ~· cit., p. 18. 
64 (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1915). 
65 Quoted in full in Read, The Innocent Eye, pp. 100-101. 
and implying that they would avoid one of the major tend-
encies of Victorian poetry toward generalization, toward 
moral exhortation in denotative statements, the tendency 
to be seen in, for instance, Browning's "Rabbi Ben Ezra" 
or in Arnold's "Self-Dependence." One result of this stress 
on presenting an image was the brevity of most Imagist poems 
and their superficiality. According to Stanley K. Coffman, 
whose book on the Imagists has already been cited, 66 the 
poetry of the Imagists constituted a nlacing of restrictions 
on the limits of poetry, "confining it to the limits of 
sensation," and by so doing recognized that "poetry must 
withdraw from ground on which it cannot compete with the 
67 
scientist." Hence there is a difference between the 
typical Imagist and the 'Wl>ical nineteenth-century Symbolist 
poet, since the former avoided "the search for the unknown," 
preoccupied simply with reproducing "without metaphysical 
implications," the impact of the objective world upon the 
observer, while the latter attempted by means of presenting 
the sensuous image to "penetrate beyond the world of external 
things." 68 Actually Imagist poets themselves, Amy Lowell 
in "Patterns," for instance, and others transiently associated 
with the group like D. H. Lawrence, 69 or visibly influenced 
66 See above p. 29, note 55. 
67 On. cit., p. 150. 
- --
68 Ibid., p. 87. 
69 Ibid., p. 16. 
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at least briefly by the movement, like T. s. Eliot in his 
early "Preludes,n 70 went beyond to attempt more than the 
Imagist credo of 1915 would proclaim as Imagist practice, 
namely, the vivid evocation of response to clear, precise 
objects in the physical world. In searching through Yeats's 
Responsibilities for an Imagist poem, Pound cited, as has 
been pointed out already, Yeats's "The Magi," but quoted 
only its first five lines; thus he left out all the meta-
physics of the exoerience which are contained in the last 
three lines of the poem, and which make the poem a more 
significant one than any of the poems by, say, H. D. (Hilda 
Doolittle), one of the finer Imagist poets. One might say 
in judgment of the Imagists that this group made an impor-
tant contribution to the revolution in poetry of their time 
but that it was a limited one. They, with Yeats and Synge, 
contributed much sound advice and practice to show a genera-
tion in need of it that poetry had to return to the sensuous 
part of reality. But to restrict poetry to this domain is 
to confine it within intolerably constricting limits. The 
important creative poets have in some way revealed the fourth 
and fifth elements of the revolution--the expression of the 
twentieth-century predicament of man in symbolic language. 
This is precisely what Eliot even in his earliest poems 
succeeded in effecting, and for this reason he can be con-
sidered with Yeats as one of the two most important creative 
70 Ibid., pp. 218-219; Daiches, ~Present Age, p. 29. 
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and influential forces in the poetry of the first two decades 
of the twentieth century, A few of Eliot's early poems ap-
peared in periodicals that Thomas might have read?l or in 
book form?2 but Eliot's first volume of poems, Prufrock and 
Other Observations, was not published until June, 191?, 
after Thomas's death. 73 Apnarently Thomas knew little about 
Eliot's poems; he never, at least in print, mentioned them. 
This dissertation will seek to show that the poetry of 
Thomas reveals most of the revolutionary forces in modern 
poetry. However, Thomas is most often associated with the 
traditional or conservative element in the poetry of the 
first two decades of the century, particularly with the po-
etry of the Georgians. Although critics like F. R. Leavis, 
Louis Bonnerot, and F. W, Bateson make claims for his nmodern-
ity," "independence," and "importance" respectively,?4 most of 
?1 Poetry, VI (June, 1915), 130-135; VII (October, 1915), 
21-22; VIII (September, 1916) 292-295; Blast, II (July, 1915), 
48-51 (Donald Gallup, T, ~· Eliot: ~Bibliography, Including 
Contributions to Periodicals and Foreign Translations (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, 1947):-p, 80). 
?2 Catholic Anthology, 1914-1212, edited by Ezra Pound 
(London: Elkin Mathews, 1915) (Ibid., p. 43). 
?3 See above p. 17. 
74 Leavis, ~· cit., 
Bateson, 2£• £11., p. 109. 
his judgment. 
p. ?2; Bonnerot, ~· £11., p. 33; 
Bateson fails in any way to justify 
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the critics discuss his work as though he were a Georgian, 75 
This group revealed no poet with the stature of a Yeats or 
a Hardy; it produced no new experimenters comparable to 
Eliot, Pound, or the Imagists.76 The poets of this group 
for the most part wrote rather brief lyrics, traditional in 
form, superficial in matter. Most of them turned their 
backs on society to remind their readers that the country 
offered pleasant experiences and freedom to "stand and stare.n77 
One rarely if ever encounters in the pages of Marsh 1 s antholo-
gies any profound experience; they reveal only "a familiar 
poetry of commonplace incident lit by fancy." 78 Georgian 
poetry exhibits a "tendency to moralize," to convey a "con-
ventional general cheerful kind of hope which comes of a sim-
plification of experience. 1179 It is usually "devoid of any 
emotional experience. 1180 The best case that can be made for 
the Georgians is that occasionally they succeeded, though 
75 Bullough, ~· cit., pp. 46-67; Daiches, ~Present 
~. pp. 26-27; Oliver Elton, The English Muse: A Sketch 
TLOndon: G. Bell, 1933), pp. 415-416; Heath-Stubbs, ~· £!!., 
pp. 62-97; Herbert Palmer, Post-Victorian Poetry (London: 
Dent, 1938), pp. 211-215; Pinto, ~· cit., pp. 119-136; Routh 
22• cit., pp. 76-81; Cornelius Weygandt,~ Time of Yeats: 
EngliSh Poetry ofToday Against an American Background (New 
York: D. Appleton-Century, 1937T, pp. 21-23, 359-362; Tindall, 
~· £!l., pp. 371-374. 
76 Pinto, ~· cit., p. 120. 
77 W. H. Davies, Collected Poems (New York: Oxford, 
1935), p. 141. 
78 
79 
80 
Bullough, 22• cit., p. 67. 
Coombes, .2.12.• cit., p. :19"7 
Murry, ~· cit., p. 141. 
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without changing poetic forms in any significant way, to 
experiment in the "approximation of diction and movement to 
those of ordinary converaation,"81 an experiment that had 
already been made by Kipling and Masefield and Synge, and was 
to be made in a more significant way by Yeats and the Imagists. 
One comes to the conclusion after reading the anthologies that 
"each of these poets was content to de-limit or modify the 
poetic inheritance of the nineteenth century rather than aban-
don it in favour of a radically different approach."82 
W. H. Davies is both one of the better and more repre-
sentative of the Georgian poets and also a friend of Thomas. 
An examination of his poetry will provide materials for a 
comparison with the poetry of Thomas, which has been often 
linked with that of the Georgians,particularly of the "bucolic" 
type, like Davies'. The first thing the reader notices about 
the verse of Davies is that it is "verse," and rarely more 
than that. It appeals, as Eliot says of Kipling's verse, to 
"the commonest collective emotions" of his readers. The 
metrical regularity of most of his poems produces a noetry 
that "jingles." The "harmonics of poetry" are beyond Davies' 
range. 83 The following lines, taken from one of his longer 
York: 
Bullough, 2£• cit., p. 66. 
Daiches, ~Present ~.,p. 27. 
81 
82 
83 Introduction to ! Choice of Kipling's Verse (New 
Scribner's, 1935), pp. 6, 35. 
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and more ambitious poems, "Return to Nature," are typical of 
his work: 
I make a fallen tree my chair, 
And soon forget no cushion's there; 
I lie upon the grass or straw, 
And no soft down do I sigh for; 
For with me all the time I keen 
SWeet dreams that, do I wake or sleep, 
Shed on me still their kindly beams; 
Aye, I am richer with my dreams 
Than banks where men dull-eyed and cold 
Without a tremble shovel gold. 
A happy life is this. I walk 
And hear more birds than people talk; 
I hear the birds that sing unseen, 
On boughs now smothered with leaves green; 
I sit and watch the swallows there, 
Making a circus in the air; 
That speed around straight-going crow, 
As sharks around a ship can go; 
I hear the skylark out of sight, 
Hid perfectly in all this light 
The dappled cows in fields I pass, 
Up to their bosoms in deep grass; 
Old oak trees, with their bowels gone 1 I see with spring's green finery on.s~ 
The tedious measure, its regularity, almost metronomic, empha-
sized by the rhymes, the inept comparisons, and inaccurate 
diction--all combine to create very undistinguished verse. 
The last four lines of the passage will simply not stand 
scrutiny. In all fairness to Davies, they are not up to his 
usual standards. The second trait a reader notices in read-
ing lines like these is their poverty of matter as well as 
of manner. Davies ·rarely creates a feeling in his reader 
that he knows the workings of the natural world, as, for 
example, Hardy does. As a man presumably he did know; he 
84 ~· cit., PP• 195-196. 
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suffered the usual deprivations of.the life of a country 
and city tramp. Unfortunately, his actual experience, his 
knowledge, rarely finds expression in his verse. He senti-
mentalizes nature; he turns it into a pretty thing, standing 
always in unrelieved contrast with the sordidness and the 
cruelty of the ways of the city. As a result, his poems 
which seek to show the advantages of living in the country 
or to teach that nature consoles and heals and that the 
simple life is best--and this didactic purpose is at least 
implied in most of his poems--85 these poems do not really 
command respect. "A Happy Life" begins 
0 what a life is this I lead 
Far from the hum of human greed. 
There follows a catalogue of all the joyful sights of nature--
crows, swallows, skylarks, plough-horses, "kine,"--
(The kine are chewing their old cud, 
Dreaming, and never think to add 
Fresh matters that will taste •••• )--
sheep, little children, all enjoying themselves in the lovely 
landscape. The poem concludes: 
And man¥ a pretty lamb I see, 
Who stops his play on seeing me, 
And runs and tells his mother then. 
Lord, who would live in towns with men, 
And hear the hum of human greed--
With such a life as this to lead?86 
Poems like these which have been quoted, typical of the Geor-
gian nature-strain, deserve the comment by Professor Tindall: 
85 
86 
Bullough, 2£· £11., p. 58. 
Collected Poems of !·-li· Davies, pp. 84-85. 
The Georgian poets are sometimes contemptible and com-
monly bucolic. They withdrew from reality, not to an 
ivory tower, but to an cast-house •••• The consequences 
of this withdrawal are apparent in their verse. It is 
sterile on the whole, derivative in substance and 
technique, and at its best suburban.87 
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Thomas either knew personally or was at least acquainted 
with most of the poets who participated in the creative tend-
encies of the period and with the Georgians. His biographer 
Eckert records his fairly frequent trips soon after the turn 
of the century, first from Sevenoaks, Kent, where Thomas and 
his family were living between 1903 and 1906, then from 
Ashford, near Petersfield in Hampshire from 1906 on, to London 
in search of publishers for his books or of commissions to 
write them,88 trips which enabled him to meet many of the 
contemporary writers. Edward Garnett in his introduction to 
Letters from W. H. Hudson records that Thomas was among "a 
small circle of habitu~s" who met fairly regularly for 
lunch at the Mont Blanc in Gerrard Street, Soho, a circle 
presided over by Garnett himself, which included among others, 
Hilaire Belloc, w. H. Davies, Ford Hueffer, W. H. Hudson, with 
the occasional presence of Galsworthy and Conrad.89 Eckert 
records that these meetings were held once a week and that 
Thomas later in the afternoon of the same day went to the 
87 ~· cit., pp. 372-373. 
88 ~· cit., pp. 100ft. 
89 (New York: E. P. Dutton, 1923), pp. 3-4. 
St. George's Restaurant in St. Martin's Lane where he met 
and talked with others including Ralph Hodgson, Walter 
41 
de la Mare, John Freeman, and later Rupert Brooke.ro Frost 
joined this latter group after his arrival in England in 
September, 1912, but did not apparently meet Thomas until 
February, 1913, a month after the regular meetings began to 
be held at Harold Monro's recently established Poetry Book-
shop on Theobald's Road. 91 Here Monro presided over readings 
of poetry held every Tuesday and Thursday evenings attended 
by a large group of poets including Yeats, Pound, F. S, Flint, 
Sturge Moore, Francis Meynell, Frost, and occasionally Thomas. 92 
By the summer of 1914 Thomas was so well acquainted with 
Frost that he moved his family to a farm near Frost--and 
not far from Rupert Brooke, Lascelles Abercrombie, and John 
Drinkwater--at Ledington in Gloucestershire for the months 
of July and August just at the outbreak of the War.93 
Thomas was, then, at least acquainted with a fairly 
large number of writers of the period and, more important, 
heard what they were saying about poetry, and often heard 
their poems. It is equally clear, however, as Eckert 
reports, that neither Thomas nor Frost was particularly im-
90 Eckert, ~· cit., p. 100. 
91 Ibid., p. 141. 
92 Ibid., PP• 140-141. 
93 Ibid., p. 142; Coombes, ~· ill·, p. 181. 
42 
pressed with the poetry of the period, 94 that both of them 
"remained aloof from the conflicting schools of contemporary 
verse, joining forces with none." 95 Thomas, apparently, had 
few fixed views about who in the period was writing the best 
poetry. In a letter to Hudson he does reservedly allow that 
he might agree to classify Robert Bridges as "the chief of 
living poets," but he says that he would "usually rather read 
de la Mare, or Davies, or the best of Yeats, Sturge Moore, 
or Abercrombie.•96 Thomas's isolation from the Georgian and 
the Imagist groups can largely be explained by the presence 
of certain important factors at work in his life. 
Perhaps most important of these is that by 1913 and 1914, 
just before he began writing poetry, Thomas had already found 
his own style. He was already the author of nearly thirty 
volumes of prose, that, taken all together, clearly reveal 
his "struggle through an accumulation of themes, thoughts, 
attitudes, stylistic devices, towards sincerity, the sin-
cerity of vision that the artist has to win." 9? His career 
had, as a matter of fact, paralleled that of Yeats, in that 
both writers by 1914 had learned how to write naturally. 
94 
.Q]_. cit., p. 139. 
95 ill£.' p. 151. 
96 Guthrie, 
.2l2.• cit., p. 439 • 
9? Coombes, .Ql2.. cit., p. 20 • 
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The changes of style in the writings of both clearly indicate 
the decline of aestheticism that is the main pattern of the 
literature of the period. In a very real sense, therefore, 
Thomas was, as Frost was also, beyond being influenced in any 
profound way as he would have been if he were just beginning 
a career in poetry. 
A second factor which helped to form Thomas's isolation 
from the poetic milieu was his diffidence, his shyness, his 
unwillingness to identify himself with any group, literary, 
political, or social. Even though he did attend luncheons, 
teas, and evenings fairly frequently in London with other 
writers and knew well men like de la ;,rare, Abercrombie, and 
Wilfred Gibson, and Frost, he was not a mixer. Cnombes writes, 
"Thomas felt warmly toward a number of people, and he had the 
readiest response to anyone he met travelling the road, but 
he was not nourished by any feeling of human solidarity.n\18 
De la Mare records that he simply looked out of his element 
in London. 99 His element was, of course, the country, and a 
state of isolation in the country. In an article on Thomas, 
de la Hare writes, "In no other poetry, unless perhaps in 
Vaughan's or Clare's, is there so profound a solitude."lOO 
His extremely close relationship with Frost was apparently 
98 ~- £1i., p. 215. 
99 Foreward to Collected Poems £z Edward Thomas (London: 
Faber & Faber, 1949), pp. 10-11. 
100 Private View (London: Faber & Faber, 1953), p. 119. 
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unique. Helen Thomas writes of it as though it were at least 
unusual: Frost, she says, "believed in" Thomas "and loved 
him, understood, as no other man had ever understood, his 
strange complex tem9erament."101 This is the only relation-
ship of friendship which Thomas COTh~emorates in his poetry, 
which reveals unmistakably his preference for solitude, his 
distrust of society and even of friends. He wrote to Hudson, 
"I am not born to make acquaintances, nor friends either, I 
sometimes fear; at least I am never half as much at home in 
company as out of doors." 102 
A third factor was his knowledge and respect for much 
of the poetry of the past and the present which prevented 
his fervently allying himself with any modern movement while 
at the same time it allowed that he would know the general 
underlying tendencies at work in the poetic milieu. In A 
Literary Pilgrim in England, written not long before he 
started composing poems, he had described the relationship 
between each of a large number of English writers of the 
uast and tl:e Dresent and. the landscape in which he wrote .103 
The book reveals Thomas's fairly obvious preference for those 
writers like Keats, Meredith, Shelley, Gilbert ·;/hite, Cobbett, 
Richard Jefferies, Eardy, Herrick, W. E. Hudson, Clare, Bor-
101 Op. cit., p. 189. 
102 Guthrie, ~· cit., p. 436. 
103 (London: Methuen, 1917). 
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row, Wordsworth, and others, who most utilized the landscaue 
in their writing. He had written a critical study of Swin-
burne, 104 significant because it reveals that alread.y by 
1912 Thomas had declined to show much respect for the much 
respected aesthetic movement, v1hich, back in 189?, had so 
much influenced him.l05 The book reveals an independence 
of judgment and a bold and even caustic treatment of Swinburne 
that for the period are quite astonishing. A few of his 
judgments are worth noting for these reasons and for the 
glimpse they offer of a few of Thomas's more fixed opinions 
concerning the art of writing. Swinburne, Thomas writes, 
"kept as it were a harem of words, to which he was constant 
and absolutely faithful. Some he favoured more than others, 
but he neglected none. He used them more often out of com-
pliment than of necessity,nl06 Or, Thomas writes, "The play 
of words," in a poem by Swinburne, "often on the very marge 
of nonsense, has acted as an incantation •••• Hardly one 
verse means anything in particular, hardly one line means 
anything at all."lO? Through 1913 and 1914, just before he 
started writing poems himself, Thomas was engaged in writing 
104 Algernon Charles Swinburne: A Critical Study (New 
York: Mitchell Kennerly, 1912). 
105 i Moore,~· Qli., pp. 35-38; Coombes,~·~., 
pp. 19-20. 
106 
107 
.Q:Q.. cit., p. 94. 
Ibid., pp. 9?-98. 
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a biographical and critical study of Keats, in which his 
Preferences for certain aspects of Keats's work are quite 
clearly announced. 108 The' book reveals Thomas's preference 
for the "earthly, substantial, and precise" in the style of 
Keats and in the man himself, a quality of style Thomas 
finds particularly in the Odes, in the original Hyperion, and 
in some of the Poems of 1817, which he admires because they 
reveal Keats's "fidelity to the observation and feeling of 
the hour" 109 and becauae they resemble "an intimate poetic 
journal."llO Comments like these, showing Thomas's dislike 
of the verboseness and shallow music of Swinburne and his 
appreciationbr the more realistic side of Keats's Roman-
ticism,lll combined with the evidence of his own poems, 
reveal that Thomas's tastes in poetry were fairly clearly 
though only generally formulated by the time he began to 
think of writing poems himself. Furthermore, his undoubted 
love of the poetry of Wordsworth that Bonnerot notes,ll2 
his quite clearly revealed understanding of the ballad formsll3 
108 Keats (London: T. c.& E. c. Jack, Ll917J). 
109 
110 
Ibid., p. 34. 
Ibid., p. 36. 
111 Thomas had only perfunctory things to say about the 
"richness" of ~ Eve of St. Agnes and he disliked the "excess 
of explicit pallor and tenderness of Isabella (pp. 49, 52). 
112 ~· cit., pp. 302-303. 
113 See his The South Country (London: J. M. Dent, 1932), 
pp. 246-247 for his appreciation of the form. 
and of the Elizabethan lyric114 had helped to shape his 
tastes and to prevent his allying himself with any spe-
cialist modern movement. Furthermore, a clear antipathy 
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toward dogmatic criticism itself orevented hL~ from identify-
ing himself with rather narrow and dogmatic principles of the 
usual literary circle. His definition, to W. H. Hudson, of 
the highest critical faculty as "neither more nor less than 
the capacity for freshly and profoundly enjoying many and 
widely different" kinds of literature, "the more and more 
widely different the greater the critical faculty," 115 reveals 
a distrust of the partisan spirit of a joiner of literary 
movements or of a man greatly concerned for the latest fash-
ions in verse. 
Thomas could enjoy, for instance, the work of both 
Pound and Frost without feeling that the work of one canceled 
out the work of the other. The review of Pound's first book 
of poems is of particular relevance here. It will illustrate 
Thomas's characteristic method of reviewing and will reveal 
his freedom from special influence and from critical dogma-
tism. It is a review of two books, Pound's and a volume of 
verse by Maurice Hewlett. About Pound's Thomas has this to 
say: 
It is easier to enjoy than to praise Mr. Pound, 
easier to find fault with him, easiest to ridicule ••.• 
114 He wrote two fine songs in this tradition himself. 
See Collected Poems, pp. 119, 120. 
115 Guthrie, ~· cit., p. 434. 
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Let us straightway acknowledge the faults: the 
signs of conflict, the old and foreign words and old 
spellings that stand doubtless for much that the 
ordinary reader is not privileged to detect; the 
tricky use of inverted commas; the rhythms at one 
time so free as not to be distinguishable at first 
from prose, at another time so stiff that 'evanescent' 
becomes ~evan'scent'; the gobbets of Browningesque •••• 
To say what this poet has not is not difficult; 
it will heln to define him. He has no obvious grace, 
no sweetness; hardly any of the sunerficial qualities 
of modern versifiers; not the smooth regularity of the 
Tennysonian tradition, nor the wavering, uncertain 
languour of the new, though there is more in his 
rhythms than is apparent at first •.•• He has not the 
current melancholy or resignation or unwillingness to 
live; nor the kind of feeling for nature that runs to 
minute description and decorative metaphor ••.• The 116 chief part of his power is directness and simplicity. 
This quality that Thomas admires in the verse of Pound he 
illustrates by quoting a half dozen ~characteristic openings~ 
of Pound's poems. Then he continues: 
The finest of the pieces are the love-poems. In 
~scriptor Ignotus: Ferrara, 1715," he astonishes us 
by using again the poet's claim, Ronaard's and Shake-
speare's, to give immortality to a mistress by words •••• 
But it is not a playing upon an old theme as, e. g., 
Locker-Lampson played upon it. It is a piece of strong 
tender passion that happens to lean on the old theme 
and to honour it •••• The beauty of ~rn Praise of Isolt~ 
is the beauty of passion, sincerity, and intensity, not 
of beautiful words and images and suggestions; on the 
contrary, the expression is as austere as Biblical prose. 
The thought dominates the words and is greater than 
they are.117 
Thomas concludes his review of Personae with the statement 
that Pound is an "admirable poet," that his first book of 
poems shows great promise.ll8 To Hewlett's book he gives 
116 
626-627. 
117 
118 
"Two Poets,~ The English Review, II (June, 1909) 
Ibid., pp. 628-629. 
Ibid., p •. 630. 
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only tepid praise; he concludes his review with the remark 
that Hewlett has shown some "achievement but no oromise." 119 
A comparison of this review of Pound's Personae with his two 
reviews of Frost's North 2t Boston, which will be quoted 
later, 120 will reveal that Thomas maintained certain stand-
ards by which he judged but never allowed them to blind him 
121 to original work by new and different poets. 
A fourth important factor which shaped Thomas's isolation 
from contemporary literary circles and from their influence 
was his reverence for, and absorption in, the country and his 
preference in literature for books about the country. Of his 
biographical and critical studies, the one he spent most time 
on and took most pains with, which both the authority of Helen 
Thomas, Coombes, and Eckert and a reading of the book itself 
will attest to, was his study of Richard Jefferies. 122 This, 
the fullest and most detailed, the literary book that most 
reveals Thomas's mind, is devoted almost exclusively to de-
scribing Jefferies' nature-writing and to defining his par-
ticular res:9onse to the country. ',fure will be said about 
this book in later pages of this dissertation, pages that 
have to do with Thomas's response to nature. It will be 
119 
i20 
~., P!>• 631-532. 
See below, pp. 52-53. 
121 See Thomas's reviews of volumes by the Imagist John 
Gould Fletcher and the traditionalist or Georgian Ralph Hodg-
son (Poetry and Drama, I (September, 1913), 353-365; 370-371. 
122 Richard Jefferies: tl1! Life ~Work (Boston: 
Little Brown, 1909 • 
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sufficient to observe here, in Helen Thomas's own words, that 
"Jefferies had been one of the earliest and strongest influ-
ences" on Thomas, 123 partly because Jefferies had written 
of' the region of England, the Hampshire and Wiltshire Downs, 
that Thomas himself' knew and loved, and uartly because of 
a certain similarity in the views of' Jefferies and of' his 
admirer, an anti-social quality, a love of' the country, of' 
country traditions, of' old things dignified by time and use 
and associations, and a preoccupation with trying to define 
the significance and value of the love of' nature. Thomas's 
books more exclusively and directly devoted to the country 
refer to imaginary authors whom Thomas creates as suitable 
artificers of' the forms which the spirit of a country or a 
region suggest to him. One of these is the Welsh bard Llewelyn, 
a kind of "mad Blake," who "sees the world f'rom among the 
stars," whose "poetry might be accounted great, and perhaps 
it is so in a world where trees and animals are reverenced 
in a way which is hardly dawning here."l24 Or they refer 
to the authors whom he most admired, almost invariably those 
with a similar attachment f'or the land, like Meredith "of 
Box Hill •••. one of the manliest and deepest of earth's 
lovers who have written books,"l25 or like Hardy, whose 
123 QE_. cit., p. 147. 
124 Beautiful Wales (London: A. C. Black, 1905), p. 80. 
125 In Pursuit of' Spring (London: Thomas Nelson, 1914), 
p. 60. 
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"obsession ot.the blindess of Fate, the carelessness of 
nature" Thomas finds difficult to accept, but whose descrip-
tions of "woodland and country," which says Thomas, "he 
handles with a combination of power and exactness beyond that 
of any poet who could be compared to him," make him, accord-
ing to Thomas, one of the most profoundly significant of 
writers.l26 This preoccupation with nature, with other 
writers' and his own response to it, and with trying to 
articulate his response to life in terms of imagery derived 
from nature--this centrality of nature in the life and work 
of Thomas overawed all his other connections with the life 
of his times. A passage from one of his best country books, 
The South Country, will serve to illustrate his general at-
titude toward society and its ways and his tendency to with-
draw to the country: 
And so I travel, armed only with myself, an avaricious 
and often libertine and fickle eye and ear, in pursuit, 
not of knowlege, not of wisdom, but one of whom to 
pursue is never to capture. Politics, the drama, sci-
ence, racing, reforms and preservations, devices, book 
clubs--nearly everything which the average ••• and the 
superior and the intelligent man is thinking of, I 
cannot grasp; my mind refuses to deal with them; and 
when they are discussed I am given to making answers 
like, "In Kilve there is no weathercock."l27 
The fifth important factor that helped to form his iso-
lation was the influence of Robert Frost. Frost learned to 
know Thomas so well and shared so many of Thomas's views on 
126 
127 
Ibid., pp. 194-198. 
~· cit., pp. 5-6. 
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life and literature that he merely served as a supporter of 
Thomas's independence and at the same time as at least the 
catalyst if not the cause of Thomas's creation of poetry.l28 
In the same letter in which he told Hudson that he preferred 
reading Yeats and de la Mare to reading Bridges, Thomas wrote: 
I much prefer Frost, but hardly expect others to at 
once because, on the face of it, his verse looks like 
ordinary prose that has fallen into blank verse with-
out labour, and, of course, it doesn't often rise to 
intense concentration.l29 
Something of his admiration for Frost, Thomas reveals in two 
reviews of the American poet's North of Boston, published in 
England in 1914.130 The first is an unsigned article which 
appeared in The English Review, from which the following is 
an excerpt: 
Within the space of a hundred lines or so of blank 
verse it would be hard to compress more rural charac-
ter and relevant scenery; impossible, perhaps, to do 
so with less sense of compression and more lightness, 
unity, and breadth. The language ranges from a never 
vulgar collQquialism to brief moments of heightened 
and intense simplicity. There are moments when tbe 
plain language and lack of violence make the unaffected 
verse look like prose, except that the sentences, if 
spoken aloud, are most felicitously true in rhythm to 
128 The details of the relationshiP between Thomas and 
Frost are set forth clearly in Eckert,~: £11., pp. 138-154; 
Helen Thomas, ~· cit., p. 189; and Eleanor Farjeon, ~Edward 
Thomas and Robert Frost,~ The London Magazine, I (May, 1954), 
50-61. See also Thomas's poem, ~The Sun Used to Shine," QQl-
lected Poems, p. 75, and Frost's "Iris by Night," Complete 
Poems£! Robert Frost, 1949 (New York: Henry Holt, 1949), 
p. 418. 
129 Guthrie,~· cit., p. 440. 
130 (London: D. Nutt). 
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the emotion. Only at the end of the best pieces, such 
as "The Death of the Hired Man," "Home Burial," "The 
Black Cottage," and "The Wood-Pile," do we realise that 
they are masterpieces of deep and mysterious tender-
ness.l31 -
The second appeared, according to Eleanor Farjeon, in the 
newspaper The Daily Examiner, and is extensively if not 
completely quoted in her account of the close personal rela-
tionship which existed between the Thomas and the Frost house-
holds in Gloucestershire. The second review is worth quoting 
in part because what Thomas has to say of Frost's poems is a 
revealing introduction to his own poems. The review begins, 
This is one of the most revolutionary books of 
modern times, but one of the quietest and least aggres-
' sive. It speaks, and it is poetry. 
After describing the contents of each of the poems that most 
appeal to him, Thomas continues: 
These poems are revolutionary because they lack the 
exaggeration of rhetoric, and even at first sight 
appear to lack the poetic intensity of which rhetoric 
is an imitation. Their language is free from the 
poetical words and forms that are the chief material 
of secondary poets. The metre avoids not only the 
old-fashioned pomp and sweetness, but the later fashion 
also of discord and fuss. In fact, the medium is 
common speech and common decasyllables •••• Almost all 
these poems are beautiful. They depend not at all on 
objects commonly admitted to be beautiful; neither have 
they merely a homely beauty, but are often grand, some-
times magical •••• 
The book is not without failures. Mystery falls 
into obscurity.· In some lines I cannot hit upon the 
required accents •••• l32 
131 
132 
XVIII (August, 1914), 142-143. 
~· cit., pp. 50-51. 
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From an examination of Thomas's two reviews of Frost's book 
one can derive a fairly clear idea of just how the two men 
regarded poetry in 1914, and at the same time consider their 
relationship to the creative forces at work in the ~oetry 
of the period. One notices first of all an insistence that 
poetry should rid itself of all rhetorical trappings--un-
natural diction, the "pomp and sweetness" of fin ~ siecle 
measures and sound effects; that rhythm should be integral 
to feeling, which voices the same idea that Pound gave 
expression to in "rhythm Mli§1'. have meaning"; that diction 
should be as natural as that of common speech--precisely what 
Synge and Yeats and Pound were saying; that the subject matter 
of poetry should be extended to areas "not commonly admitted 
to be beautiful." Their ideal was apparently "heightened and 
intense simplicity," a wording which closely approximates 
Pound's dictum that poetry should depart "in no way from 
speech save by heightened intensity (i.e. sL'llplicity)." Where 
Thomas and Frost differed from Pound but not from Yeats or 
Synge was in their conforming to apparently "required accents, 11 
or, in other words, to some recognizable metric principle 
rather than to the looser discipline of free verse. And of 
course their mutual love of the country led them to prefer 
a "poetry of rural character and relevant scenery." The two 
men held in common a number of root ideas concerning poetry, 
ideas that enable one to relate their poetry to major elements 
of the poetic revolution. 
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Almost all the critics of T~Qmas's poetry who mention 
Frost in their accounts assume, without examining the matter 
closely, that Frost considerably influencedThomas. The im-
portent exceptions are three: Bonnerot and Weygandt, who 
claim the influence exists and attempt to substantiate it, 133 
and Burrow, who assumes that the influence exists but claims 
that the influence of Keats is probably more significant. 134 
Weygandt cites a number of Thomas's poems and claims that 
"they show in one way and another the influence of Frost. It 
is now in a fall of words you note it, now in a way of pres-
entation, now in the tone, now in the atmosphere,ttl35 He 
examines the matter no further. Bonnerot cites the poetry of 
the Georgians and then claims that Thomas's poems show more 
originality and independence. Thomas's poetry, he writes, is 
"plus originalle et personnelle," and it is 
independante de toute ecole ou mode litteraire au point 
qu'on ne saurait trouver, chez ce poete qui a tout-lu 
les poetes, aucune influence preponderante sinon celle 
de RoberL Frost •••• La maniere directe et famuliere de 
Robert Fiost se retrouve dans presque tous ses poemes 
et surtout dans ceux que, pour emprunter un terme a 
Coleridge, on pourrait appeler des •conversation Foems.' 
Bonnerot cites a few of Thomas's conversation poems and claims 
they resemble Frost's "A Servant to Servants"136 in their 
realism and in their presentation of "emotion sobre qu•11 
133 Bonnerot, £12.· ill·' pp. 300-301; Weygandt, .Qll• cit.' pp. 10, 359-360. 
134 Q£. cit., pp. 404, 415. 
135 Q£. cit., pp. 359-360. 
136 QE_. ~·· PP· 359-360. 
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faut lire entre les mots, dans les silences qui coupent 
habilement le recit."l3? For Weygandt the influence is par-
ticularly a matter of tone and phrasing; for Bonnerot it is 
mainly a matter of tone and form. Burrow, interested solely 
in establishing the ties with Keats, merely cites "the 
acknowledged friendship and advice of Robert Frost."l38 
Friendship and advice are all that one cen be sure of 
at least in terms of actual influence, even though Thomas him-
self in a letter to a fellow poet, John Freeman, admitted 
an influence was apparent even to himself,l39 It is surely 
a matter of history that Frost gave Thomas the impulse to 
write poems by showing him that certain paragraphs in his 
~ Pursuit Q! Spring, their substance inspired by something 
seen in the landscape, would make fine short poems.l40 Thomas's 
wife herself wrote that to the influence of Frost "alone of 
outside influences is to be attributed that final and fullest 
expression of himself" which Thomas "now found in writing 
poetry. 11 141 So much is clear. Whether, however, actual 
traces of Frost's characteristic manner can be shown to exist 
in the poetry of Thomas is another question, one which bears 
looking into further. Frost's first two volumes of poems, A 
13? 2:1!.· cit.' pp. 300-301. 
138 2:1!.· cit., p. 404. 
139 Moore, 
.2.l2.· cit., p. 326. 
140 Eckert, 
.2.l2.• ill·' P• 150. 
141 Qu. ill·' p. 189, 
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Boy'~ !111 and North of Boston, particularly the latter, and 
perhaps Mountain Interval, published in 1916, which Thomas 
took with him to France,l42 gave Thomas examples, in "The 
Death of the Hired Man," "A Hundred Collars," "A Servant to 
Servants, 11 and in 11 An Old Man's Winter Night, 11 143 of just 
the poetry he admired, a poetry concerning the very kind of 
people whom Thomas had already written about in his prose, 
like the watercress man, 144 the old farm wife, 145 and Alice 
Lacking, the spinster woman, slowly going mad in her lone-
liness.146 The point that should be underscored here is that 
although no doubt Frost provided Thomas with examples of the 
poetic form of the dramatic dialpgue, Thomas himself supplied 
the materials from his own experience and treated them in his 
own characteristic manner. It is significant to note that of 
all the poetic forms in which Thomas wrote, Bonnerot cites 
only the "conversation poems" as showing any trace of Frost's 
influence •147 
Frost's first three volumes, the only ones that Thomas 
knew, and Thomas's poems reveal certain ideas and preoccupa-
tiona in common. Here again the question of influence is 
142 
143 
144 
pp. 11-14. 
145 
146 
147 
Eckert, ~· cit., p. 177. 
Complete Poems (~), pp. 49, 61, 82, 135 respectively. 
~Heart of England (London: d. M. Dent, 1906), 
~-· pp. 142-145. 
~ ~ Unrest (London: 
Q[. cit., pp. 359-360. 
Duckworth, 1910), pp. 1-26. 
difficult to decide. Frost's "The love of bare November 
days, 11148 "We love the things we love for what they are,n 149 
"Earth's the right place for love,nl50 and "What to make of 
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a diminished thing, 11 151 poetic statements of the general idea 
of the need to accept earthly limitations, find expression 
as a major theme, both in the early volumes of Frost and in 
the poems of Thomas.l52 However, the same theme can be found 
in Thomas's earlier prose works. It is a major theme, for 
instance, of The Heart of England, in which apnarently Thomas 
is chiefly occupied with the problem of defining hapniness. 
Hence much of the book is taken up with the account of Thomas's 
search through villages and the countryside for those who are 
happy. It usually turns out that those who seem to express 
the conditon most clearly, like the farmer and the pedlar, 
accept their own transiency, and throughout the "enduring" 
of "vicissitudes, decay, and violent disaster," cheerfully 
carry on, even proud of their finite accomplishments. 153 It 
148 
149 
150 
151 
"My November Guest," Comnlete Poems, p. 8. 
"Hyla Brook," ibid., p. 149. 
"Birches," ibid., p. 152. 
"The Oven Bird," ibid., p. 150. 
152 "The Sign-Post, 11 "When First," "October," "Liberty," 
"November," "There 1 s Nothing ;!:.ike the Sun," "Up in the Wind," 
"Sedge-Warblers, 11 "March," "Wind and Mist," "Home" (Collected 
Poems, pp. 22, 40, 76, 78, 79, 87, 97, 113, 124, 130, 156 
respectively). 
153 Pp. 74-75, 202-208, 
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is also true, however, that in the same earlier works, as 
in The Heart of England, this attitude of acceptance is over-
powered by its opposite, a melancholia, according to Bonnerot, 
a "neurasthenique hypersensitif," 154 Although in his poems 
Thomas continued to express a good deal of melancholia, one 
seesless of it. One is led to suspect, therefore, that 
Frost's more cheerful outlook on life had its effect on 
Thomas, as Helen Thomas's account of the relationship would 
seem to imply, 155 by enabling him to express his own convic-
tions with increased confidence. The important point to be 
underscored here seems to be that Frost did not provide 
Thomas with ideas so much as with an attitude of confidence, 
a stance toward life which would continue to have to do battle 
with its opposite, a battle at least implied in most of his 
more important poems. 
There is one further way in which Frost may have influ-
enced Thomas. It will be remembered that Weygandt notices 
a certain 'tall of words" and "way of presentation" in the 
poems of Thomas that remind him of the work of Frost.l56 It 
would be well to explore this alleged similarity in terms of 
two poems which Bonnerot and Louis Untermeyer claim establish 
Thomas's indebtedness to Frost. 157 Both critics point to 
154 QQ.. cit., p. 305; The Heart 2f. England, p. 208. 
155 
.Q:Q.. cit., pp. 189, 197 • 
156 Q:Q. • ....£ll., p. 360. 
157 Bonnerot, 2£• cit., p. 301; Untermeyer, Modern 
British Poetry: A Critical Anthology, 4th edition (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace, l936), p. 291. 
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Thomas's "Fifty Faggots" 158 as revealing, to use Bonnerot's 
words, "une influence tres nette," of Frost's "The Wood-
Pile. n 159 The two poems actually share only a very super-
ficial resemblance in their dominant images--stacks of 
faggots standing on their ends in Thomas's poem and a cord 
of maple firewood left to decay in woods remote from human 
life in Frost's. The two poems share a certain wry sense of 
humor--in Thomas's, 
'Twas a hot day for carrying them up: 
Better they will never warm me, though they must 
Light several Winters' fires--
in Frost' s--
I thought that only 
Someone who lived in turning to fresh tasks 
Could so forget his handiwork on which 
He spent himself, the labour of his axe, 
And leave it there far from a useful fireolace 
To warm the frozen swamp as best it could-
With the slow smokeless burning of decay. 
However, the sense of humor in Thomas's poem is characteris-
tically his and owes nothing to Frost.l60 Both poets employ 
a rather irregular blank verse which in Thomas's poem borders 
precariously on prose in some lines, as in the second line of 
the quotation from Thomas above. There is here and elsewhere 
in the poems of Thomas a certain "fall of words" that may seem 
Frost ian. 
158 
159 
160 
The line "'Twas a hot day for carrying them up" 
Collected Poems, p. 46. 
Complete Poems, p. 126. 
See Coombes, .QP.• cit., pp. 167-168. 
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carries the stamp of Frost's dramatic dialogue. 151 But what 
most suggests the possibility of influence is not so much a 
matter of a similarity between the particulars of these two 
poems as a similarity between the two poets' "Way of pres-
entation" or treatment of decidedly commonplace incidents, 
a treatment which issues in the imaginative success of Frost's 
last line, "With the slow smokeless burning of decay," a 
success which at least in "Fifty Faggots" Thomas does not 
achieve. What these particular parallels between the poetry 
of the two men would seem to demonstrate is that they were 
much alike in what they saw and how they thought, even before 
they knew each other. In the final analysis, the effect of 
Frost on Thomas was to support the latter's inde~endence, his 
confidence in himself, and his own reading of life. 
The influence of Frost is the last factor in the life 
and personality of Thomas which enabled Thomas to ~aintain 
his independence of outlook and poetic manner, his isolation 
from particular poetic movements in the poetic milieu of his 
day. All these important factors at work in his life--his 
having already worked through to his own characteristic style; 
his anti-social, retiring nature; his admiration for much 
of the poetry of the past, particularly songs, ballads, the 
161 Weygandt cites Thomas 1 s nThe Sign-Post," "The Manor 
Farm," "The Path," "Up in "\;he Wind," "Wind and Mist," "After 
Rain," and "The New Year" !Collected Poems, pp. 22, 25, 34, 
95, 130, 135, 1?2 respecti~ely) as revealing most clearly the 
touch of Frost(~. cit., pp. 359-360). 
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poems of Wordsworth and Keats; his strong attachment to the 
country and to literature about the country by writers like 
Walton, White, Cobbett, Borrow, Jefferies, Hardy, Hudson and 
others; finally his close relationship with Frost--all these 
important factors in the life of Thomas kept his poetry free 
and independent of local influences while at the same time he 
was in touch with the main poetic revolutionary tendencies 
of the period. 
The ambiguous relationship between Thomas and his poetic 
milieu turns out to be a matter of his sensing the deep-lying 
tendencies in the poetic revolution of the early twentieth 
century and giving expression to them in his poetry but in 
such a way that the critics find little trace in his poetry 
of any direct influence of particular contemporary poetic 
theories or of the work of particular poets themselves, except, 
that is, for the influence of Frost. 
Subsequent chapters of this dissertation will seek to 
reveal that Thomas was well aware, as were Yeats and Synge and 
Pound, that the house of poetry needed a good airing. He too 
knew that the poet must deal with new areas of experience un-
touched by the poets of the f1B de siecle. He tried to convey 
in his poems his total response to this experience. He knew 
he must find the exact words, the appropriate rhythms, the 
right images, those of the experience he knew best, in order 
to convey honestly his own speCial reading of life. He would 
he knew, at times be driven, in order to be exact, to a lan-
guage and an imagery containing ulterior meaning, for much 
of what Thomas wished to express was the record of his own 
consciousness, which could be articulated only in symbolic 
language. As F. R. Leavis has said, "Edward Thomas's concern 
with the outer scene is akin to Mrs. Woolf's: unobtrusively 
the focus shifts and we become aware of the inner life which 
the sensory impressions are notations for,nl62 It is pre-
cisely this ulteriority of meaning, the fifth element of the 
poetic revolution, together with Thomas's distinctively 
poetic and original response to reality, constituting the 
first four elements of the revolution, which separate the 
best of his poetry from the work of the Georgians. The 
Georgians never developed what Daiches calls "a metaphysical 
observation," which he claims for the poetry of Thomas. 
Thomas's imagery, as Daiches explains, "when examined image 
by image, seems to derive simply from careful observation, 
yet on reading any of the poems we are aware of some unexpected 
meaning emerging from the imagery, though it is difficult to 
explain how or why.nl63 One other important claim one can 
make for the significance of Thomas's work, which also sepa-
rates him from the Georgians, and which these statements by 
Leavis and Daiches overlook: that Thomas had important things 
to say about the relations of man and the natural environment 
in which he exists. This preoccupation in the poetry of Thomas 
162 
163 
QQ.. cit., p. 70. 
Poetry and~ Modern World,.p. 71. 
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with nature might seem to place Thomas back at least a century 
in the history of literature. But this dissertation will also 
seek to demonstrate that one may still lay claim for Thomas's 
being not only modern but also significant. 
There will be no serious and prolonged attempt made in 
the pages to follow to argue that Thomas is a better crafts-
man, or a finer thinker, or a more significant force in 
modern poetry than, sa~ Yeats, or Pound, or Frost. It would 
be foolish to attempt a comparative judgment of Yeats and 
Thomas. By April, 191?, when Thomas died, Yeats had been 
writing poems for thirty years, T~omas for less than three, 
and Yeats would go on writing for twenty years more. For 
these reasons alone the comparison would probably be invalid. 
The other two poets, Pound and Frost, enjoy the same advantage 
with Yeats. Certain general comparisons, however, if not 
pushed too far, can be made. We might say, first, that 
Thomas has probably the smallest range of subject matter. 
He did not possess like Yeats a comprehensive mind, nor like 
Pound a historical mind, nor like Frost a sage's mind. The 
themes of his poems and their imagery and figures of speech 
reveal that his horizons were limited. Within these limite-
tiona, however, he may have as significant things to say as, 
if not Yeats,l64 then either Pound or Frost. For it is 
164 Both Spender and Delmore Schwartz, however, point out 
that Yeats can also be judged as, in the final analysis, reveal-
ing in his work, like Pound, in the words of Schwartz, "formal 
excellence and insight which is inferior, slight, or absent." ("An Unwritten Bo~," pp. 309-330 in~ Permanence of Yeats, 
edited by Ja~es Ha~l & Martin Steinmann (New York: Macmillan, 
1950), p. 325; Stephen Spender, ~Destructive Element: A Study 
of Modern Writers and Beliefs (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1936), 
pp. 128-131. 
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chiefly as a craftsman, artificer, and experimenter with 
image and rhythm that Pound is important to the story of 
modern poetry. And Frost 1 s mind_, perhaps ranging further 
than Thomas's, may not for that reason be necessarily any 
more profound. We might say, secondly, that Thomas only 
occasionally and uncharacteristically created poems without 
blemishes of some sort. And we might conclude by saying that 
he never attained, as Yeats so often and characteristically 
did, to a poetic manner in which power and austerity are 
paradoxically and wonderfully combined with beauty and rich-
ness. Working with the limitations of a small range and a 
comparatively feeble rhetoric, Thomas had, nevertheless, 
his own distinctively original, quiet power and depth that 
invite, so far have not received, and as the pages to follow 
will try to show, repay close study. 
Chapter II 
Thomas's Poetics: Theory and Practice 
T. s. Eliot has remarked that 
the critical writings of yoets ••• owe a great deal of 
their interest to the fact that the poet, at the back 
of his mind, if not as his ostensible purpose, is always 
trying to defend the kind of poetry he is writing ••.• 
He is not so much a judge as an advocate.l 
Thomas was, of course, himself a critic. Many of his books, 
and not only those concerned with literary matters, contain 
passages of literary criticism, in which Thomas provides the 
student of his poetry with theoretical statements about style 
that presumably, if Eliot's contention has any merit, might 
shed light to some extent at least on Thomas's yoetic practice. 
One must point out, however, that Thomas's literary 
criticism was actually written before he started to write 
poems or even to think of writing them. For instance, his 
review of the Personae of Pound was written some five years 
before he began composing poems himself; even his review of 
Frost's North of Boston in 1914 was written some three 
months before he began writing poems. The Keats, although 
not published until 1917, was actually written during the 
fall of 1913, a full year before he began writing his own 
poems.2 To say, therefore, that Thomas is an advocate in 
his literary criticism for poems which at the time he had 
1 On Poetry and Poets (New York: Farrar, Straus & 
Cudahy, 1957) , p. 17. 
2 Burrow, 211.. ill· , p • 404. 
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even thought of writing is to claim what is doubtfully 
defensible. If one takes Eliot's remark seriously, one 
can with assurance only say that in his literary criticism 
Thomas was an advocate of his own prose. 
Yet surely to some extent Eliot's remark pertains to 
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the connection between Thomas's literary criticism and his 
poetry. He was not a young man in 1914, the year he began 
writing poems. Through the years from 189? to 1914, despite 
the fact that most of his prose writing constituted hack 
work, over much of which he took as little pains as he could 
and for which he felt little pride,3 he was nevertheless 
slowly gaining his own characteristic manner, his own style. 
And presumably he took some pride in at least the best of 
his work. The qualities of style that he admired in the 
poetry and prose of others surely approximate to some degree 
the qualities of his own poetry which was to follow the prose. 
The case for claiming such an approximation is strenth-
ened by the fact that Thomas himself recognized a certain 
continuity of style between his own prose and poetry. On 
March 8, 1915, to a fellow-poet, John Freeman, four months 
after he had begun to write poems, he wrote: "What I have 
done .so far have been like quintessences of the best narts 
of my prose books--not much stronger or more intense, but I 
hope a little."4 Later, in June, he referred to his poetry 
3 
4 
Eckert, £[• cit., pp. 36, 54, 102. 
As quoted by Moore, £[· cit., p. 326. 
68 
in a letter to another fellow-poet, Gordon Bottomley: "Al-
though it has a plain look, it does so far, I think, repre-
sent a culmination as a rule, and does not ask or get much 
correction on paper."5 And to w. H. Hudson he wrote that 
when "it came to beginning" the writing of poems he had 
"slipped into it naturally, whatever the results. 116 All 
these references by Thomas to the writing of his own verse 
seem to indicate that even though he was employing a differ-
ent medium, he felt he was writing in a manner he recognized 
as characteristically his own. 
One should acknowledge, then, that Thomas's theoretical 
statements about style in his literary criticism may to some 
extent at least anticipate his poetic practice. Therefore, 
even though some of his literary criticism has already been 
presented in Chapter I, there to show the independence of 
his critical judgments, one might well survey all of it in 
order to determine just what are the qualities of style he 
praises there. This undertaking will provide perhaps at 
least a partial introduction to an exploration of Thomas's 
poetics, which will follow. 
One finds that Thomas has a great deal to say in his 
literary criticism about the "plain look" which he mentions 
in the letter to Bottomley just cited. In the letter he 
5 
6 
Ibid., p. 329. 
Guthrie, .Q:Q.• cit. , p. 441. 
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seems to be almost apologizing for it; but in his criticism, 
under the term simplicity, it is one of the cardinal virtues 
of good prose and poetry. He hated obtrusive showiness of 
style. His criticism of Swinburne on this score has already 
been alluded to.? Referring to James Elroy Flecker, one of 
the more gaudy Georgians, he wrote: "He was one of the 
'artificers in verse' that I can't get on with, the decorators, 
like Wilde, who carry Keats's style to its logical extreme 
without genius."8 Of Rossetti's style he wrote: 
Sesquipedalian words are very well and they are often 
magnificent. But once under the spell, sense and con-
creteness are apt to disappear ••.• He expresses his 
emotions, if at all, by the sound of the words and not 
by their meaning. His sonnets are often like big men 
in pompous clething. They are impressive without say-
ing anything. 
Thomas's admiration for the "directness and simolicity" of 
Pound's poetry and for the "heightened and intense simplicitY" 
of Frost's has already been cited. 10 Likewise Thomas admired 
the traditional ballads for their sL~plicity of language; the 
best of them, he thought, were "written so simply ~~d expres-
sively" that their language should be universal,ll He also 
admired their unsophisticated quality, their "natural" and 
"fresh ••• observation of life," and their "simple, realistic 
? 
8 
See above p.45, 
Guthrie,~· £!1., p. 441. 
9 From a letter to Jesse Berridge, November ?, 1902, 
as quoted in Moore,~· cit., p. 284. 
10 
11 
See above pp.4?-48, 52-53. 
~ Heart 2! England, p. 226. 
narrative form.nl2 What he most admired in the prose of 
Jefferies was its quiet but expressive unpretentiousness: 
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"No word astonishes; at their best the words are quietly 
effective,nl3 He summed up Jefferies' virtues as being a 
combination of "the highest expressiveness" with "the great-
est simplicity.nl4 Presumably, then, Thomas apologized to 
Bottomley about the "plain look" of his poems not because he 
had changed his mind about the virtue of simplicity but 
probably because they did not show enough of the correspond-
ing requirement of "expressiveness," or, as Thomas elsewhere 
calls it, "intensity." 
Intensity is another of the virtues of poetry and all 
good writing that Thomas holds ift high regard in his criticism, 
though he has less to say about it than of the virtue of 
simplicity. It will be recalled that in his letter to Freeman 
just quoted and written after he had recently begun writing 
his poems, he said he thought his poems were "quintessences" 
of the prose he had already done and hoped that they were a 
little "stronger or more intense.n 15 Four years earlier, in 
1911, he had said in his book on Maeterlinck that there were 
no special categories of "poetical" subjects especially de-
signed for use in poems because of their kind or magnitude: 
12 The South Country, pt;). 246-247. 
13 Richard Jefferies, p. 219. 
14 Ibid., P• 312. 
15 See above, '0. 67. 
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Anything, however small, may make a poem; nothing, how-
ever great, is certain to. Concentration, intensity of 
mood, is the one necessary condition in the poet and in 
the poem. By this concentration something is detached 
from the c~gfused immensity of life and receives indi-
viduality. 
Thomas does not clearly indicate in his critical writing how 
it is that some poems achieve an intensity and concentration 
of expression, though his review of Frost's North of Boston 
nrovides some clues. There, it will be remembered, he speaks 
of a desirable compression of meaning and of a rich expres-
siveness, both attained by an integral relationship between 
rhythm and feeling: "the unaffected verses look 1 ike prose, 
except that the sentences, if spoken aloud, are most 
felicitously true in rhythm to the emotion. 1117 Later, when 
we come to examine his own poetic nractice, we will find 
that the intensity of Thomas's poetry is attained by a care-
ful integration of all the poetic devices. 
If then, for Thomas the literary critic, two of the 
cardinal virtues of good writing were simplicity and intensity, 
a third was what he called clarity: the power of the writer 
to render vividly the visual details of experience, so as to 
make the reader see clearly, In fact Thomas thought it was 
this power which distinguished the artist from other men. 18 
This stress on vivid descrintion is probably best accounted 
16 
p. 28. 
1? 
18 
Maurice Maeterlinck (New York: 
See above pp. 52-55 
Richard Jefferies, p. 49. 
Dodd, Mead, 1911), 
72 
for by the fact that from his earliest days Thomas preferred 
descriptive country books to any others.l9 Certainly it is 
true that at least seventy-five per cent of his own prose 
writing is descriptive. He praised Jefferies' "exquisite 
eye," 20 his ability "to keep his eye on the object";21 he 
disliked Swinburne's use of vague and unnecessary abstrac-
tions.22 
These three qualities of literature that Thomas gives 
special prominence to in his literary criticism, written 
between the years 1902 and 1914--simplicity, intensity, and 
clarity--do anticipate some of the real virtues of his 
poetry. One of his most characteristic poems, characteristic 
both in form and content, "Tall Nettles," will serve to re-
veal how these virtues that Thomas admires find expression 
in his poems • 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
Tall nettles cover up, as they have done 
These many springs, the rusty harrow, the plough 
Long worn out, and the roller made of stone: 
Only the elm butt tops the nettles now. 
This corner of the farmyard I like most: 
As well as any bloom upon a flower 
I like the dust on the nettles, never lost 
Except to prove the sweetness of a shower.23 
Eckert, .21:!.• cit., p. 17. 
Richard Jefferies, p. 151. 
Ibid,, p. 219. 
Swinburne, p. 19. 
Collected Poems, p. 70 
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The theme of this poem, the beauty of common things, like 
nettles, that most men pass by without notice, a frequently 
recurring theme in the poetry of Thomas,24 is treated here 
with directness and simplicity. The theme is eX1)llcit: "I 
like the dust on the nettles •••• " None of the words calls 
attention to itself because of its unusualness. The one 
comparison in the poem is unambitious, the kind likely to 
occur in conversation. The claims that the poem makes--
"This corner of the farmyard I like most" and "I like the 
dust on the nettles"--are made directly in a manner that 
perhaps reminds one of the claims made in many of the poems 
of that other country poet who dealt in his poetry with 
simple countryside sights and sounds in a direct and simple 
manner, John Clare. 25 This poem, "Tall Nettles," then, does 
in a number of ways reveal the quality of simplicity that 
Thomas so much prized in his literary criticism. 
24 See particularly "Swedes," ibid., p. 27, "The Path," 
p, 34, "Adlestrop," p. 66, "November," p. 79, "Birds' Nests," 
p. 83, "The Hollow Wood," p. 129, "But These Things Also," 
n. 137, "The Wasp Trap," p. 143, "A Tale, 11 n. 145, "First 
Known When Lost," p. 153, where the theme is explicit and cen-
tral, and many others, where the theme is present at least 
obliquely, by virtue of Thomas's loving attention to minutiae 
in the landscape. 
25 Of whom Thomas wrote, "No man ever came so near put-
ting the life of the farm, as it is lived, not as it is seen 
over a five-barred gate, into poetry." (A Literary Pilgrim in 
England, p. 235}. Thomas's claims resemble, for example, 
Clare's "I love to peep out on a summer's morn •••• " "I love 
to muse o'er meadows newly mown •••• " (Selected Poems of John 
Clare (New York: Macmillan, 1957), pp. 19, 65.) The-editOr 
of this selection, James Reeves, comments in his introduction: 
"the commonest expression in all tClare'sl nature poetry is 
'I love.'" (p. xi11}. 
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The poem does not reveal much obvious intensity, tbe 
second of the three qualities. It is an unambitious poem, 
and it is probably fortunate that Thomas does not generate 
more intensity of feeling and eloquence over the dust on 
the nettles than he does. Had he done so, the poem would 
have turned out to be an exercise in sentimentality. Actu-
ally the poem does reveal one of the virtues of all good 
poetry, a certain compression of utterance achieved by a 
harmonious relation between form and content. The movement 
of the fairly~regular iambic pentameter lines is in keeping 
with the relaxed, quiet tone of the speaker's voice; the 
two quatrains, with lines alternating in rhyme, each show 
an imperfect rhyme, the first in "done" and "stone, 11 the 
second in "most" and "lost," a dissonance perfectly in keep-
ing with the tone of relaxed informality touched with quiet 
feeling. 
The poem reveals the third quality that Thomas admired 
in the work of field-naturalists like Jefferies, the vivid 
rendering of visual details of the landscape. The scene in 
the "corner of tbe farmyard," given in stanza one, is surely 
clear if not vivid. Only in the phrase 11 Long worn out," and 
in the comparison to "any bloom upon a flower" in the second 
stanza,does Thomas fail to achieve the effect of visual clar-
ity that he admired. 
"Tall Nettles" is, to repeat, a characteristic poem end 
might suffice as evidence to show that these virtues of 
simplicity, intensity, and clarity are revealed in the poems 
?5 
of Thomas. But it would be well to reveal the presence of 
these virtues in other poems as well. In his poems the 
virtue of simplicity that Thomas prized so much in his criti-
cism turns out to be a quality inherent particularly in choice 
of language and of figures of speech and in treatment of 
rhythm and sounds. 
Thomas's most characteristic and original poems are dis-
tinguished by a diction at once concrete, prosaic, conversa-
tional, and homely. Bonnerot claims, in fact, that Thomas 
succeeded better than did Wordsworth, in employing language 
really spoken by men. 26 Attempting to justify a claim of 
this sort would hardly prove worth while or possible, but 
Thomas's noems do reveal an absence of the usual poetic 
diction of his day. Aldous Huxley characterizes it as a 
"bare precision," 27 Middleton Murry as a certain "nakedmss 
of ••• diction";28 Coombes echoes Bonnerot's claims that Thom-
as's words are "notably those of everyday speech. n29 And 
one other reason for its giving this effect to so many read-
ers is that the words are generally in their usual prose 
order. Another poem, "But These Things Also," will serve to 
illustrate these characteristics of Thomas's diet ion. 
26 
But these things also are Spring's--
On 'banks by the roadside the grass 
Long-dead that is greyer now 
Than all the Winter it was; 
.Qll.. cit., p. 302. 
2? ~. cit., p. 148. 
28 .Qll_. cit., p. 35 
29 .Qll_. cit., p. 234. 
The shell of a little snail bleached 
In the grass; chip of flint, and mite 
Of chalk; and the small birds' dung 
In splashes of purest white: 
All the white things a man mistakes 
For earliest violets 
Who seeks through Winter's ruins 
Something to pay Winter's debts, 
While tbe North blows, and starling flocks 
By chattering on and on 
Keep their spirits up in the mist, 
And Spring's here, Winter's not gone ,30 
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At once one recognizes that this poem is a treatment of the 
same theme one finds in "Tall Nettles." Bonnerot cites the 
poem as an example of Thomas's "muse pedestre, n3l and it 
does seem to constitute a poetic manifesto proclaiming Thom-
as's rebellion from the comnany of traditional poets who 
praise only the tritely co~~on loveliness of Spring. When 
Thomas departs from a natural prose ordering of words, as 
in line four, he blunders badly. Otherwise the poem reveals 
a choice of language and a manner perfectly in keeping with 
his subject. But even when the subject of the poem, the 
experience of "Beauty," for example, would conventionally 
demand a poetical choice of diction, Thomas starts off with 
the colloquial, vigorous, and realistic language of speech 
and maintains the same note through the description of the 
experience of beauty itself. 
30 
31 
What does it mean? Tired, angry, and ill at ease, 
No man, woman, or child alive could please 
Me now. And yet I almost dare to laugh 
Collected Poems, n •. 137. 
QJ:l.. cit., p. 303. 
Because I sit and frame an eni taph--
'Here lies all that no one loved of hL~ 
And that loved no one.' Then in a trice that 
whim 
Has wearied. But, ,though I am like a river 
At fall of evening while it seems that never 
Has the sun lighted it or warmed it, while 
Cross breezes cut the surface to a file, 
This heart, some fraction of me, happily 
Floats through the window even now to a tree 
Down in the misting, dim-lit, quiet vale, 
Not like a pewit that returns to wail 
For something it has lost, but like a dove 
That slants unswerving to its home and love. 
There I find my rest, and through the dusk air 
Flies what yet lives in me. Beauty is there.32 
Even the image of the tree standing 
Down in the misting, dim-lit, quiet vale, 
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closely as it resembles the Victorian garden and lawn imagery 
of, say, Tennyson's lines in In Memoriam--
Witch-elms that oountercharge the floor 
Of this flat lawn with dusk and bright ••• 
How often, hither wandering down, 
My Arthur found your shadows fair, 
And shook to all the liberal air 
The dust and din and steam of town--33 
and the oomparisons to pewit and dove in the next lines, 
which again suggest the ~bird-haunted English lawns~ of nine-
teenth-century poetry, even these derivative elements in 
Thomas's poem, bear up well in tbeir oomparatively plain sur-
roundings, and mainly because most of the diction is of the 
unpretentious sort. Even Thomas's most nrofound poem, "Old 
Man,~ about man's spiritual isolation in the modern world, a 
subjeot whioh might easily have led him to abstract language, 
32 
33 
Colleoted Poems, p. 170. 
LXXXIX, 1-2, 4-8. 
actually remains characteristically close even at its 
conclusion to concrete realities delivered in a plain 
manner: 
I have mislaid the key. I sniff the spray 
And think of nothing; I see and I hear nothing; 
Yet seem, too, to be listening, lying in wait 
For what I should, yet never can, remember: 
No garden appears, no path, no hoar-green bush 
Of Lad's-Love, or Old Man, no child beside, 
Neither father nor mother, nor any playmate; 
Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end.34 
One senses clearly in these lines both the words and tones 
of normal human speech. Thomas himself wrote a poem on 
the subject of words, which will serve as a concluding 
illustration of his choice of nlain and basic rather than 
unusual and ornate language: 
34 
Out of us all 
That m~~e rhymes 
Will you choose 
Sometimes--
As the winds use 
A crack in a wall 
Or a drain, 
Their joy or their pain 
To whistle through--
Choose me, 
You English words? 
I know you: 
You are as light as dreams, 
Tough as oak, 
Precious as gold, 
As poppies and corn, 
Or an old cloak ••• 
Strange and sweet 
Equally, 
And familiar 
To the eye, 
As the dearest faces 
That a man knows, 
And as lost homes are •••• 
Collected Poems, p. 105. 
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Let me sometimes dance 
With you, 
Or climb 
Or stand perchance 
In ecstasy, 
Fixed and free 
In a rhyme, 
As poets do,35 
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In these lines not only the diction but also the co~-
parisons are plain, colloquial, and homely. The poem reminds 
one perhaps of Shelley's "Ode to the West Wind." Both Thomas 
and Shelley speak of themselves hopefully as instruments of 
the wind. But by comparison with any of the figures in 
Shelley's ode, Thomas's 
As the winds use 
A crack in a wall 
Or a drain 
is homely indeed, A second characteristic of Thomas's com-
parisons, a certain commonness about them, finds exnression 
in these lines: 
You are as light as dreams, 
Tough as oak, 
Precious as gold, 
As poppies and corn, 
Or an old cloak. 
The comparisons in the first four lines are probably trite 
and at least common, but the whole sequence is saved by the 
homely and vivid last comparison, perfectly ih keeping with 
the comparisons in the first verse paragraph and with the 
general level of diction in the poem as a whole. These two 
characteristics of Thomas's figurative language can be seen 
everywhere in the poetry. Most of his figures combine home-
35 Ibid., pp. 94-95. 
liness and commonness, as in the lines, 
Like 
That 
Like 
He was tanned like a harvester, 
his short clay pipe, like the leaf and bur 
clung to his coat from last night's bed, 
the ploughland crumbling red,36 
or as in the lines describing the wagtail 
running up and down 
The warm tiles of the roof slope, twittering 
Happily and sweetly as if the sun itself 
Extracted the song 
As the hand makes sparks from the fur of a cat,37 
or as in these lines, 
He seemed to hang rather than stand there, half 
Ghost-like, half like a beggar's rag, clean wrung 
And useless on the brier where it has hung 
Long years a-washing by sun and wind and rain.38 
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Often the comparisons are brief, merely common and perfunc-
tory: 
Now the soil is bare as a bone,39 
Sweet as the voice of nightingale or lark,40 
Soft as love uncrossed.41 
Less often Thomas indulged in vague, bookish, derivative 
figures like, 
Soft as dulcLmers, sounds of near water falling,42 
or like, 
In any maiden whose smi!~ is lovelier 
Than sunlight upon dew, 
36 Ibid., p. 62 40 Ibid., 
37 1l2.1£., p. 169. 41 Ibid., 
38 Ibid., p. 178. 42 Ibid., 
39 Ibid., p. 153. 43 Ibid., 
p. 142. 
p. 103. 
p. 65. 
p. 168. 
or like, 
The path, winding like silver, trickles on.44 
Often, too, however, they are brief and homely and vivid: 
and overhead 
Hang stars like seeds of light,45 
The new moon hangs like an ivory bugle,46 
A barn stored to the ridge 
With black of night, 47 
One thing remains the same--this my right hand 
Crawling crab-like over the clean white page,48 
The swift with wings and tail as sharp and narrow 
As if the bow had flown off with the arrow, 49 
I cannot bite the day to the core.50 
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Thomas rarely employs lengthy figures of sneech. Charac-
teristically he employs comnarisons, usually similes. One 
may notice that in the group of comparisons just quoted, 
only the third and the last are not similes. Thomas uses 
comparisons to illustrate, rarely to carry the whole weight 
of meaning in a poem.51 Most of the comparisons are to 
common details of daily living, or, particularly, to country 
matters, all of them quite unpretentious: 
He himself was like a cob,52 
White clouds ranged even and fair as new-mown hay,53 
44 Ibid., p. 34. 50 Ibid., p. 64. 
45 Ibid. , p. 101. 51 See ibid., pp. 33, 60 
for these two instances. 
46 Ibid., p. 91 52 Ibid., p. 47. 
47 Ibid., p. 140. 53 Ibid., p. 64. 
48 Ibid., p. 77. 
49 Ibid., p. 71. 
This moonlight lying on the ground like frost, 54 
Helnless among the living and the dead 
Like cold water among broken reeds.55 
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Only occasionally does Thomas venture an unusual com~arison, 
as here when lie describes a Dack of hound.s running in the 
hunt, 
not yet combed out 
But still all equals in their rage of gladness 
Upon the scent, made one, like a great dragon 
In Blooming Me a dow •••• 55 
Since most of the poems contain imagery that calls up details 
of the countryside and since nost of the comnarisons involve 
similar references to the landscape and to homely and common 
matters of countryside living, Thomas succeeds in conveying 
in his ~oems a unified and consistent impression. And both 
in his figurative as well as his non-figurative language 
he conveys an impression of plainness, bareness, and sim-
plicity. 
Hot only the diction and comnarisons but also the 
rhythms and sounds employed by Thomas convey the impression 
of naturalness and simplicity of style. John Le~~ann sneaks 
of Thomas's "simplicity and transparency" of style: "the 
rhymes, assonances, and internal rhymes," he says, "happen 
as if by fortunate accident,'' ano the rhythms are those "of 
54 Ibid., n. ?8. 
55 Ibid., p. 84. 
56 Ibid., p. 23; see also "Swedes," ibid., p. 2?, dis-
cussed below, pp.ll?-119. 
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intimate conversation and letter writing."57 Many critics 
comment in like terms when they write of Thomas's poetics, 
narticularly when they describe his management of rhyt~~ and 
sounds.58 So unaffected and natural is Thomas's usual 
manner that some critics find it hard to distinguish Thomas's 
lines from prose. 
One of the earlier students of Thomas's verse, Robert 
Herring, wrote, "he [ThomasJdid not use classical measures 
like Professor Housman ••• and his music is not one in which 
the eye can often guide the ear.n59 Herring's comment rep-
resents a good insight into one of the ~roblems of reading 
Thomas. All too often portions of poems, sometimes whole 
poems, seem to hold to no metrical principle whatever. Here 
is an example of an entire poem that shows weaknesses in 
this respect, a poem entitled "Lovers": 
The two men in the road were taken aback. 
The lovers came out shading their eyes from the sun, 
And never was white so white, or black so black, 
As her cheeks and hair. 'There are more things than 
one 
A man might turn into a wood for, Jack,' 
Said George; Jack whispered: 'He has not got a gun. 
It's a bit too much of a good thing, I say. 
They are going the other road, look. And see her 
run.'--
She ran.--'What a thing it is, this picking may!• 60 
57 ~· cit., pp. 78, 82. 
58 See Bonnerot, QQ. cit., p. 302; Daiches, Poetry and 
the Modern World, p. 376; Robert Herring, "Edward Thomas," 
The London Mercury, XV (January, 1927), 282, 286-287; Lea vis, 
~· cit., p. 69; Coombes, QQ. cit., pp. 198, 233. 
59 
60 
~. £11., pp. 286-287. 
Collected Poems, p. 147. 
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The first three or four lines here, and the last sentence in 
the last line of the poem, succeed rhythmically, but in most 
of the remainder of the poem the lines lack a rhyt~~ical 
principle. The lack of rhythm here is probably only a symp-
tom of a more fundamental weakness, for there are other 
symptoms of failure: the vague image in line two ("The lovers 
came out" from where?), the triteness in lines three and four, 
the failure to carry through with the first rhyme-sound, and 
the wooden dialogue. Such lines probably merely represent 
failures on Thomas's part to adjust the claims on the one hand 
of a relatively rigid metrical pattern and on the other of 
more flexible rhythms created by the accents of successive 
words in normal sueech, or, to phrase this contrast more brief-
ly, the claims of metrical and rhetorical stress. The best 
of Thomas's poetry always represents at least an adequate 
compromise between the two claims on rhythm. Thomas never 
failed rhythmically by writing a metronomic kind of verse, 
the mark of an amateur versifier; he failed rhythmically 
fairly often only because he tried hard always to keen his 
poems close to the uatterns of normal speech. In a letter to 
Garnett, who apparently had objected to the urosaic, appar-
ently formless quality of Thomas's poem "Lob,"61 Thomas wrote: 
I am doubtful about the chiselling you advise. It 
would be the easiest thing in the world to clean it 
all up and trim it and have every line straightforward 
in sound and sense, but it would not really improve it. 
I think you read too much with the eye perhaps. If you 
say a couplet like 
61 Ibid., pp. 54-58. 
If they had reaped their dandelions and sold 
Them fairly, they could have afforded gold, 
I believe it is no longer awkward. 62 
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Often, unfortunately, as in "Lovers," Thomas's experiments 
with the loosening of traditional measures resulted in lines 
that simnly fail to have any rhythm at all, whether one 
reads them with the eye or the ear. Most of Thomas's failures 
with rhythm are equally noticeable, as in "Wind and Mist": 
'I have thought~ "'Twere hanpy there 
To live." And I have laughed at that 
Because I lived there then.' 'Extraordinary.' 
'Yes, with my furniture and family 
Still in it, I, knowing every nook of it 
And loving none, and in fact hating it.' 
Dear me! How could that be? But pardon me.•63 
The poems which reveal the worst of this kind of prosaic 
flatness of rhythm are of the dialogue type. The same weak-
ness is apparent in all of Thomas's attemnts to be dramatic. 64 
Another passage from a dialogue poem will serve to show the 
same weakness. Most of the poem, as Coombes points out, 
establishes a jaunty rhythm quite in keeping with the char-
acter of the man whom Thomas celebrates in the poem,65 the 
typical English countryman, "old Jack Noman." Lines like 
these establish the tone: 
At midday then along the lane 
Old Jack Noman appeared again, 
62 As quoted in Eckert, ~· cit., pu. 158-159. 
63 Ibid., p. 130. 
64 And the same is true of the prose; see, for example, 
the dialogue between the narrator and the old countryman in 
The Heart of England, pp. 11-14. 
65 QQ. cit., p. 239. 
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Jaunty and old, crooked and tall, 
And stonned and grinned at me over the wall •••. 
After further descrintion of his person and of the nlants 
that he sells--
Fairer flowers were none on the earth 
Than his cowslips wet with the dew of their 
birth, -
Or fresher leaves than the cress in the basket--
the dialogue begins and the sense of rhythm ends: 
'Where did they come from, Jack?' 'Don't ask it, 
And you'll be told no lies.' 'Very well: 
Then I can't buy.' 'I don't want to sell. 
Take them and these flowers, too, free. 
Perhaps you have something to give me? 
Wait till next time. The better the day •.• 
The Lord coulctn' t make a better, I say; 
If he could, he never has done.•65 
Here, after the first two lines, the rhythm bogs down com-
pletely. Then in the last three lines one senses it again. 
The last two lines are worth examining more closely. As 
separate units, each reveals a metrical principle, the first 
a rising rhythm, iambic and anapestic, the second a falling 
rhyt~~. regularly trochaic except for the last foot. How-
ever, as a two-line unit, until it is inspected by both eye 
and ear, it forces upon the reader an awkwardly rapid shift 
in the middle of his reading, a shift awkward to make, as 
a matter of fact, even after the lines are understood rhyth-
mically. 
~uite evidently, then, Thomas fairly often failed, in 
particularly the dialogue poems and longer nieces in blank 
verse and in pentameter couplets, to canture the rhythms 
56 Collected Poems, pp. 62-53. 
87 
of the language employed by men. Ioore often than not, how-
ever, he succeeded in beautifully adjusting the classical 
English measures in a wide variety of forms to the rhytr~s 
of speech and meditative thought. These forms include 
blank verse; pentameter and tetrameter couplets, many dif-
ferently formed quatrains; five and six line stanzas of varied 
forms; sonnets, only two of which are alike in form; and 
only seven ooems which are written in such loose forms as 
not to be easily classified,67 No matter what the form he 
chose, he tried always to achieve the note of naturalness 
and simplicity of expression and most of the time he succeeded. 
He achieved this note in poems of all forms by experimenting 
with a large number of variations of the common measures. 
Here, for instance, are some lines of irregularly rhyming 
pentameters, iambic with a number of variant measures: 
There's nothing like the sun as the year dies, 
Kind as it can be, this world being made so, 
To stones and men and beasts and birds and flies, 
To all things that it touches except snow •••• 
The south wall warms me: November has begun, 
Yet never shone the sun as fair as now 
While the sweet last-left damsons from the bough 
With spangles from the morning's storm drop down 
Because the starling shakes it, whistling what 
Once swallows sang.68 
Here are the accents of expressive human speech. The metrical 
pattern is established in the first three feet of the first 
line; then comes a pyrrhus, and finally a spondee, which 
67 See appendix for an Index of Stanza Forms, which will 
serve better than prolonged description to show this variety. 
68 Collected Poems, p. 87. 
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places the emphasis where it belongs, on the idea, basic 
to the poem, of the death of the year. Metrical accent 
has given way to rhetorical accent without destroying the 
rhythm. In line two Thomas very nearly loses the rhythm 
by introducing a succession of trochaic feet, three of 
them, to be exact; then follows them with a dactyl and 
what is probably an iamb. But the next line once again 
asserts the dominance of the iambic pentameter measure, 
the regularity of which is perfectly in keeping with the 
required rhetorical accents. The following lines are all 
equally characterized by a fine harmony between metrical 
variations and the requirements of meaning. Particularly 
noticeable is Thomas's use of clusters of accented sylla-
bles in the nhrases that require a stress of meaning. And 
here, too, one may note the way Thomas introduces sound 
effects to enhance the rhythm: the combination of the 
spondaic movement of "The south wall warms me" and of the 
repetition of sounds gives the phrase its very proper 
emphasis in its lines. The same technique is at work in 
the lines, 
While the sweet last-left damsons from the bough 
With spangles of the morning's storm drop down, 
where again the clusters of accents give the proper emphasis 
and the snondaic measure of "drop down" and the alliteration 
provide a nice adaptation of sound to the visual image. As 
artful and as thoroughly unsimple as Thomas's poetics may 
appear to close inspection, the art has been employed in 
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order to attain the characteristic movement of quietly in-
tense, ruminative, and natural thought or speech. 
at the same time, however, as Thomas in poems like this 
one, and there are many others like it, which will be exam-
ined later--at the same time as he was able to achieve a 
naturalness and simnlicity of style, by choice of diction and 
an adaptation of measure and sounds to the rhythms of speech, 
he was also achieving the second and third of the virtues of 
poetry which in his criticism he most often extolled, the 
virtues of intensity and clarity. The lines just examined 
reveal all three qualities. The imagery in these lines, 
richly concrete and sensuous, particularly in the last five 
lines, achieves the virtue of clarity. The cooneration among 
all the elements of the poem--the measure and its variations, 
the sounds, the imagery--achieves the intensity which Thomas 
looked for in the work of others and said he was trying to 
attain himself in the new medium of poetry. 
Other poems in different measures reveal the same poetic 
achievement, a naturalness of expression combined with a 
quiet intensity. Some of these poems are slighter than others; 
all of them, however, desnite blemishes of one kind or another, 
possess some particular kind of excellence and originality. 
In "Two Pewits" Thomas experiments with the management of 
sounds and rhythm: 
Under the after-sunset sky 
Two pewits sport and cry, 
More white than is the moon on high 
Riding the dark surge silently; 
More black than earth. Their cry 
Is the one sound under the sky. 
They alone move, now low, now high, 
And merrily they cry 
To the mischievous Spring sR:y, 
Plunging earthward, tossing high, 
Over the ghost who wonders why 
So merrily they cry and fly, 
Nor choose 'twixt earth and sky, 
While the moon's quarter silently 
Rides, and earth rests as silently.69 
The measure here, iambic tetrameter with an occasional 
trimeter line, and with frequent substitutions of other 
kinds of two-syllabled feet, is nicely adapted to the dom-
inant image of the jerking, rapid flight and the frequent 
alarm cries of the lapwing. The repetition of the rhyme 
sound becomes more and more surely associated with the cry 
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of the birds, so that the reader hears the cry with each 
repetition of the rhyme, a fine contrast with the silence 
of everything else--the silent moon, the silent, dark earth, 
and the silent, wondering observer. Thomas reveals the 
same command over harmonics and rhythm in a poem very dif-
ferent in its intended effect,a lyric entitled "Sowing," 
written in quatrains of alternating trimeter and dimeter 
lines, the second and fourth lines of each quatrain rhyming. 
Here again the rhythm is prevailingly ia~bic, but substi-
tutions of other double- as well as triple-syllabled feet 
and placement of pauses and stops in varying positions 
create a graceful lyricism in perfect harmony with the feel-
ing in the noem: 
69 Ibid. , p • 24. 
It was a perfect day 
For sowing; just 
As sweet and dry was the ground 
As tobacco-dust. 
I tasted deep the hour 
Between the far 
Owl's chuckling first soft cry 
And the first star. 
A long stretched hour it was; 
Nothing undone 
Remained; the early seeds 
All safely sown. 
And now, hark at the rain, 
Windless and light, 
Half a kiss, half ~ tear, 
Saying good-night. 0 
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The feeling expressed in this poem is a quiet, gentle ten-
derness, relaxed and content, finely expressed by meaning 
and poetics. Particularly noticeable, for instance, is the 
way Thomas succeeds in conveying the feeling of contentment 
by enhancing or supporting it with the succession of stressed 
syllables in lines two and three of the second stanza, par-
ticularly evident after the regularity of the first line--
! tasted deep the hour 
Between the far 
OWl's chuckling first soft cry 
And the first star--
and in the clustering stresses in the first line of the 
third stanza--
A long stretched hour it was. 
A very different experience is conveyed equally success-
fully in "The Mill-Pond," the sudden onset of storm. The 
70 Ibid., p. 43. 
experience is presented in an appropriately broken rhythm: 
The sun blazed while the thunder yet 
Added a boom: 
A wagtail flickered bright over 
The mill-pond's gloom: 
Less than the cooing in the alder 
Isles of the pool 
sounded the thunder through that plunge 
Of waters cool. 
Scared starlings on the aspen tip 
Past the black mill 
Outchattered the stream and the next roar 
Far on the hill. 
As my feet dangling teased the foam 
That slid below 
A girl came out. 'Take care!' she said--
Ages ago. 
She startled me, standing quite close 
Dressed all in white: 
Ages ago I was angry till 
She passed from sight. 
Then the storm burst, and as I crouched 
To shelter, how 
Beautiful and kind, too, she seemed, 
As she does now!71 
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The verse form here, tetrameter and dimeter lines alternating, 
with the short lines rhyming, helps to provide Thomas with a 
base upon which to build the unexpectedness of the experience. 
Careful inspection of Thomas's management of rhythm and 
sounds would again reveal his ability to adapt style to con-
tent without conveying an impression of the virtuosity of 
the literary craftsman. Clarity of vision and a certain nat-
uralness and plainness of manner distinguish this poem. 
71 Ibid., p. 68. 
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Notice, for instance, the vivid contrast between light and 
shade in the first stanza and the perfect adaptation of 
sound and sense in its third line. Thomas renders no less 
vividly the sounds of the experience. Notice in the second 
stanza his fine use of assonance: the echoing of the long 
"o" sounds in "cooing," "pool," and "cool," a sequence that 
echoes the rhyme sound of the first stanza, and his linking 
of "thunder" with "plunge" and "alder" with "water." A 
vivid rendering of the experience in simple and effective 
language enables Thomas to achieve the intensity and ex-
pressiveness that in his literary criticism he considered 
the hallmark of memorable writing. 
Much of this chapter has been taken up with demonstrat-
ing that Thomas's poetry reveals quite clearly the qualities 
of literature, and particularly of poetry, that he advocated 
in his literary criticism--the qualities of simplicity, 
intensity, and clarity. And in the first chauter the claim 
was made that Thomas's critical principles allied him close-
ly with the revolution in poetry of the first two decades 
of the century. Thomas's insistence in his criticism that 
any subject at all actually serves as the materials of uoetry, 
that poetry should be written in accents of the spoken lan-
guage, that rhythm should be "felicitously true ••• to the 
emotion" expressed, that poetry should reveal the virtue of 
clarity of vision, and his poetic practice, which we have 
just been examining, ally him clearly with a nQ~ber of the 
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elements of the noetic revolution, particularly with those 
which are concerned with repudiating the nrinciples and 
practices of the poets of the fin~ siecle. Thomas, along 
with Pound and Yeats and Frost, at the end of the first and 
in the second decade of the century were insisting that 
poetry be returned to life, to "hard clarity," that much of 
the ornate "frontage," a "perfection of surface and facade, n?2 
would simply have to be jettisoned. This phase of the 
revolution might be called its phase of simplicity. It does 
not express all the elements of the revolution. Nor does 
the criticism of Thomas. Nor do the theory and practice of 
the Imagists, who were also engaged in destroying late-
Victorian frontage and in returning poetry to organic rhythm 
and imagery. 
These qualities of simplicity, intensity, and clarity, 
however, do not anticinate all the virtues of Thomas's 
poetry. Nothing in his criticism or in his other nrose 
works anticipates, for instance, the stylistic complexity 
of some of his best poems or gives any evidence that he will 
emnloy symbolism in a new and original way. In his literary 
criticism he only rarely refers to symbolism or to the Sym-
bolist movement on the Continent. That he knew of Symbolist 
developments one cannot doubt; his book on Maeterlinck?3 
?2 Sherard Vines, 1QQ Years of English Literature 
(London: Gerald Duckworth, 1950), p. 154. 
? 3 .9..!?.. ill. . 
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attests to his knowledge. In it he distinguishes between 
symbolical and symbolist poetry by citing a seventh-century 
Chinese poem and commenting: 
This is explicit enough and amazingly condensed; 
even so, the many elements in it combine, and then 
fall away and leave something more than the sum of 
them all, and that something over gives the poem 
its great beauty, which we may call symbolical if 
we like, but not symbolist. A symbolist might 
have used the same scene, but probably with this 
difference, that he would have drawn no conclusion 
from it; he would have left it to make its own 
effect. In the same way a symbolist poet might 
have seen the Highland reaper as a symbol, but 
would ~~t have interpreted the symbol like Words-
worth. 
In The Heart of England he says that sometimes ~we meet 
with some image~ in art or experience which astonishes us 
and gives us a ~profound satisfaction; not so much because 
it is rich or beautiful or strange, as because it is a 
symbol of a thing.which, without the symbol, we could never 
grasp and enjoy."?5 Actually, however, even in an age when 
Symbolism enjoyed a considerable vogue in poetic circles, 
Thomas has very little to say beyond these references about 
the Symbolists or symbolist technique. This comparative 
lack of interest is probably best exulained by the notion 
that Symbolism was associated in his mind with the aes-
theticism from which, while he was writing his prose, he was 
trying to free his style,?6 and by the fact that the authors 
whom he enjoyed reading most, the prose and verse field-
?4 QQ.. cit., p. 22. 
?5 QQ.. £11., n. 225. 
?6 Eckert,~· cit., p. 42; Coombes,~· cit., pp. 22 ff. 
naturalists, were generally untouched by the Symbolist 
movement. Consequently, in his prose if he employs it at 
all, he employs it in a rather vague fin de siecle manner, 
and not always successfully. 
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When Thomas began writing his own poems, however, he 
quite often used the symbolist technique in his own original 
way. The originality of his poetic use of symbolism and 
the comparatively unoriginal prose use of it can best be 
shown by comparing certain passages of the urose with a few 
of his poems. This undertaking is aided by the fact that 
Thomas's writing, as both Coombes and Lehmann have uointed 
out, shows "numerous correspondences1177 or "parallels 11 78 
between the prose and the poetry. Considering that Thomas 
had said that his poems were like "quintessences of the 
best parts" of his prose works, and that he hoped that they 
were a little 'more intense," it is not surprising to find 
that numerous parallels do in fact occur. Neither Coombes 
nor Lehmann describes any of them at close hand. They both 
point to certain fundamental differences between the two 
media. Lehmann says that Thomas wanted his poetry to con-
vey more than his prose did, that he wanted it to convey 
"emotion and intuition, the world of the senses' apnrehen-
sion transformed by the light of imagination." 79 Coombes 
77 Coombes, 
.2l2.· cit., P• 186 • 
78 Lehmann, .QJ2.. cit.' P• 80 • 
79 Ibid., p. 82. 
97 
maintains that the poems reveal a "new economy and sharp-
ness," a new "growth of sensibility and character," a new 
subtlety in the presentation of Thomas's mood, a new grasp 
of "actualities," more realistic and at the sa~e time re-
vealing a "profounder spiritual meaning. n80 The statements 
by Lehmann and Coombes define important differences between 
the prose and the poetry of Thomas. But the fundamental 
difference between them, which Coombes's word "sniritual" 
may describe, is that in the prose most of the incidents are 
presented literally without symbolic value, whereas in the 
poetry the imagery often becomes symbolic. In the words of 
Leavis, "the outer scene," details of the landscape itself, 
become "notations" for the life within; 81 the poems become 
records of psychic experience. Or, if in the prose Thomas 
indulges in symbolic expression, he does so conventionally 
and vaguely, whereas in the poems he fuses the symbolism 
with realism. This latter quality in the poems of Thomas 
separates him from the older tradition of symbolism, just 
as Yeats's mature symbolist manner separates him from the 
older nineteenth-century Symbolist tradition in which he 
began to write.82 Both Yeats and Thomas reveal the same 
kind of synthesis, though Yeats reveals it in quantity and 
80 
81 
QQ.. cit., p. 187. 
Op. £11., p. 70. 
82 c. M. Bowra, ~Heritage of Symbolism (London: 
1~cmillan, 1943), pn. 1-12. 
Thomas had hardly begun to discover it, the synthesis of 
symbolism and realism which constitutes the hallmark of 
the modern literary idiom,83 
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The basis of these claims for the poetry of Thomas 
should be examined in some detail. First we should exa~ine 
the parallels between the prose and the poetry to discover 
the difference in treatment of the materials in each. Al-
though these parallels are fairly numerous, Thomas's poems 
do not represent mere reworkings of prose passages already 
written. SL~ilar images frequently occur but they are 
usually used for different purposes, even though both are 
used symbolically. A sign-post in the first chapter of 
The Heart of England offers Thomas a choice of routes in and 
out of London: 
Presently I reached a sign-post that stood boldly up 
with undoubted inscriptions, one of them to London, 
and away from that I set my face, though I saw market 
carts going the way I had come •••• That sign-post 
seemed to make all things clear. Like a prophet it 
rose up, who after an age of darkness says that the 
path of life and goodness is plain, that he knows it, 
and that all who follow him will be saved. Not for 
him hesitation and qualification; but to all men 
perplexed by definitions, testimonies, other prophets~ 
and their own thoughts, he cries: "This is the way. nts4 
What do we observe in Thomas's treatment of the sign-post 
here? The image of the sign-post as he describes it is made 
83 See William York Tindall, The :pterary Symbol (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1955), pp. 70 ff., where 
Tindall traces the rise of the idiom in the modern novel, 
particularly in what he terms the "poetic" or the "symbolist" 
novel. 
84 p. 10. 
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to serve as a symbol of qualities it does not really pos-
sess. Forgetting, apparently, that the post itself, with 
its "undoubted inscriptions," one of them concerning London, 
points in at least two directions, Thomas claims for the 
post pronhet-like qualities of one who points to a single 
way, the way of salvation. The image has been too vaguely 
visualized and conceived to function well or even adequate-
ly in the way Thomas apparently wishes it to serve. What 
he needed here was an image of a sign-post with one 
inscription on it to point the way. Now let us turn to a 
parallel in the poetry, a poem entitled "The Sign-Post." 
The dominant image or figure here is placed in a different 
setting and atmosphere from that in the passage of urose 
just quoted, but the image of the post itself is apparent-
ly similar. Notice that this image in the poem serves as 
symbol of a different idea, and this time effectively, or 
at least adequately: 
The dim sea glints chill. The white sun is shy, 
And the skeleton weeds and the never-dry, 
Rough, long grasses keep white with frost 
At the hilltop by the finger-post; 
The smoke of the traveller's-joy is puffed 
Over hawthorn berry and hazel tuft. 
I read the sign. Which way shall I go? 
A voice says: You would not have doubted so 
At twenty. Another voice gentle with scorn 
Says: At twenty you wished you had never been born. 
One hazel lost a leaf of gold 
From a tuft at the tip, when the first voice told 
The other he wished to know what 'twould be 
To be sixty by this same post. 'You shall see,' 
He laughed--and I had to join his laughter--
'You shall see; but either before or after, 
Whatever hapnens, it must befall, 
A mouthful of earth to remedy all 
Regrets and wishes shall freely be given; 
And if there be a flaw in that heaven 
.'Twill be freedom to wish, and your wish may be 
To be here or anywhere talking to me, 
No matter what the weather, on earth, 
At any age between death and birth,--
To see what day or night can be, 
The sun and the frost , the land. and the sea, 
Summer, Auturm, Winter, Spring,--
With a poor man of any sort, down to a king, 
S~anding upright out in the air 
Wondering where he shall journey, 0 where?•85 
This time the image serves as a symbol not of the way but 
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of the human predicament, the predicament of choice. In the 
poem we gain the impression that Thomas has at least clearly 
visualized the image and thought about the connections be-
tween the image and the idea, something he had not done in 
the passage quoted from ~ Heart of England. The differ-
ences between the prose passage and the poem are fairly 
evident. Even though Lehmann and Coombes are not referring 
to this particular parallel between the prose and the poetry 
of Thomas, Lehmann is surely right when he claims that 
Thomas's poetry expresses far more than does his prose, and 
Coombes too in saying that we find Thomas's poetic vision 
far more observant of the "actualities" than the prose, more 
realistic, yet at the same time containing "profound.er spir-
itual meaning." The increased power and expressiveness of 
the poem, the fact that it has a "profounder spiritual mean-
85 Collected Poems, p. 22. 
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ing,"86 is mainly a matter of Thomas's effective use of 
symbolism here. For it is a means by which Thomas gains 
greater intensity and concentration than he does in the 
poems we have so far examined, and without sacrificing 
clarity and simplicity. The actual visual image, the post 
itself, remains dominant in the poem both as image and as 
idea even though after the first verse paragranh it is 
referred to again only in line fourteen. The next to last 
line by implication presents us with the image of the post 
as well as the image of the "poor man of any sort, down to 
a king," poor but free to choose. The identification of 
free man and post, both "standing upright out in the air," 
embodies other meanings that enrich the idea of the poem. 
Both the post and the free man, the poem seems to suggest, 
are exposed to the weather; both must endure, both must 
remain upright. Furthermore, the other details of the 
poem are integral to the experience, supnorting and en-
riching the theme; and the poetics here embody well Thom-
as's theme and tone. The imagery of the first verse 
paragraph defines the bleak nature of life; the rhythm of 
the entire poem conveys Thomas's resilient accentance of 
its bleakness. 
Another of the most nersistent images in the poetry, 
rain, also figures fairly often in the prose, nrobably 
86 See above p. 97. 
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because for Thomas it possessed many and important asso-
elations. In the prose it has primarily the association 
of purifier, cleanser, and refresher of the landscane. 
Here is a characteristic passage with these associations 
from ~ South Country: 
Rain falls, and in upright grey sheaves nasses 
slowly before the fresh beech leaves like ghosts 
in shadowy procession; and once again the white 
clouds roll over the tons of the trees, and the 
green is virginal, and out of the drip and glL~~er 
of the miles of blissful country rises the black-
bird's song and the cuckoo's shout. The rain 
seems not only to have brightened what is to be 
seen but the eye that sees and the mind that knows. 87 
Most references to rain in the prose are of this kind or 
simply more purely descriptive. 88 Occasionally in the prose 
it carries other associations, closer to some of the meanings 
it expresses in the poetry. For example, the rain reminds 
Thomas by its sounds as he lies awake in the night of his 
own uresent melancholy: 
I lay awake listening to the rain, and at first it 
was as nleasant to my ear and my mind as it had been 
long desired; but before I fell asleep it had become 
a majestic and finally a terrible thing •.•• It was 
accusing and trying me and passing judgment. Long 
I lay still under the sentence, listening to the rain, 
and then at last listening to words which seemed to 
be spoken by a ghostly double beside me. He was 
muttering: The all-night rain puts out summer like 
a torch. In the heavy, black rs.in falling straight 
from invisible, dark sky to invisible, dark earth the 
heat of summer is annihilated, the snlendour is dead, 
the summer is gone •..• There is noth1ng out there but 
87 p. 59. 
88 See The Heart .Q! England, ch. XXVI ("November Rain"), 
pp. 153-154. 
the blackness and sound of rain. Neither when I 
shut my eyes can I see anything. I am alone. 
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Once I heard through the rain a bird's questioning 
watery cry •••• It seemed content, and the solitary 
note brought up against me the order of nature, all 
it·s beauty, exuberance, and everlastingness like an 
accusation. I am not a part of nature. I am 
alone •••• Black and monotonously sounding is the mid-
night and solitude of the rain. In a little while 
or in an age--for it is all one--I shall know the 
full truth of the words I used to love, I knew not 
why, in my days of nature, in the days before the 
rain: 'Blessed are the dead that the rains rain on. ,89 
Or, finally, rain is sometimes associated with "life and 
pleasure," in this particular passage most unconvincingly: 
As will happen with men who love life too passion-
ately, he was often in love with death. He found 
enjoyment in silence, in darkness, in refraining 
from deeds, and he longed even to embrace the 
absolute blank or death, if only he could be just 
conscious of it; and he envied the solitary tree 
on a bare plain high up among the hills, under a 
night sky in winter where the only touch of life 
and pleasure was the rain.90 
Actually none of these passages is particularly convincing 
because the conception of rain is experienced by the reader, 
if not by Thomas, at a eonsiderable remove. The reader is 
not made really to see and hear and feel the presence of 
rain. These are the characteristic references to rain in 
the prose. In the poetry rain carries these associations 
and more. In "Sowing," already alluded to, 91 and in "Like 
the Touch of Rain" 92 it not only carries associations of 
gentle, life-giving qualities but also becomes a symbol of 
89 
90 
91 
92 
The Icknield Way, pp. 280-283. 
Beautiful Wales, p. 94. 
See above pp. 90-91. 
Colle dte d Poems, p. 33. 
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the forces in life which bring relief from drought, aridity, 
and sterility, reminding one strongly of the anonymous 
quatrain written perhaps in the late Middle Ages, "O Western 
Wind," Here is Thomas's poem, "Like the Touch of Rain": 
Like the touch of rain she was 
On a man's flesh and hair and eyes 
When the joy of walking thus 
Has taken him by surprise: 
With the love of the storm he burns, 
He sings, he laughs, well I know how, 
But forgets when he returns 
As I shall not forget her 'Go now.' 
These two words shut a door 
Between me and the blessed rain 
That was never shut before 
And will not open again.93 
Besides these associations, rain carries darker ones. As 
in the prose it is associated with melancholy: 
The rain and wind, the rain and wind, raved endlessly. 
On me the Summer storm, and fever, and melancholy 
Wrought magic, so that if I feared the solitude 
Far more I feared all company •• ,,94 
Two poems employ the image of rain, centrally and important-
ly, "It Rainsn95 and "Rain.n96 According to John Burrow, in 
both poems the rain symbolizes the "passage of time,n97 but 
the associations the rain possesses in the prose and in the 
other poems seem more relevant. A closer inspection of one 
93 
94 
95 
96 
97 
"Melancholy," Collected Poems, p. 65. 
Ibid., p. 50. 
Ibid., p. 84. 
~· cit., p. 404. 
of the two poems will be sufficient to show how much more 
vividly Thomas presents the rain imagery here than in the 
prose passages. 
Rain, midnight rain, nothing but the wild rain 
On this bleak hut, and solitude, and me 
Remembering again that I shall die 
And neither hear the rain nor give it thanks 
For washing me cleaner than I have been 
Since I was born into this solitude. 
Blessed are the dead that the rain rains upon: 
But here I pray that none whom once I loved 
Is dying to-night or lying still awake 
Solitary, listening to the rain, 
Either in pain or thus in sympathy 
Helpless among the living and the dead, 
Like a cold water among broken reeds, 
Myriads of broken reeds all still and stiff, 
Like me who have no love which this wild rain 
Has not dissolved except the love of death, 
If love it be for what is perfect and 
Cannot, the tempest tells me, disappoint.98 
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One notices, of course, the repetition of the line, "Blessed 
are the dead that the rain rains upon," phrased almost exact-
ly as it was in the earlier prose, except that here it is an 
integral part of a much more expressive passage. For in the 
poem the line means more than it does in the prose, where it 
expresses only a vague sort of death-wish. Here Thomas 
employs the line to contrast the "blessed" condition of the 
dead with the condition of those like himself who are still 
alive and listening to the rain, alive and helnless, and 
not blessed but cursed by the rain, for the rain dissolves 
all their ties with life and leaves them with a love of 
death only. Coombes's assertion that this poem is "perhaps 
the bleakest poem of all" 99 is surely justified. Nowhere 
98 Collected Poems, p. 84 99 ~. ~ •• p. 215. 
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else does Thomas more effectively or convincingly express 
his despair. Bonnerot, after saying that "la beaute de ce 
poeme defie l'analyse," explains part of its power by 
citing the diction: 
Les mots, sans doute a cause m8me de leur simplicite, 
donnent l'impression de n'etre plus des mots mais par 
une transmutation magique des gouttes de pluie qui 
ruissellent sans arr~t, monotones, desesperement 
tristes.lOO 
Thomas's poem reveals a remarkable harmony between sound and 
sense in such a way that the uresence of rain and of despair 
is felt in every part of the poem and thus all. through the 
experience itself. The first two lines, for instance, not 
only effectively establish atmosphere and mood but also by 
their movement suggest the felt presence of the rain. And 
through the remainder of the poem he gives us a tangible 
experience of the rain not by describing it visually, not 
by concentrating our attention as he does in "It Rains" on 
the great diamonds 
Of rain on the grassblades,lOl 
but mainly by appealing to our ears through the monotonous 
despairing, broken advance of his words. And the image of 
rain picks up powerful associations of rain as cleanser or, 
better, as dissolver of earth ties; in the end the rain has 
become a symbol of despair itself, dissolving and even 
100 
101 
~· cit., p. 306. 
Collected Poems, p. 50. 
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drowning all hopes and desires except the love of death.l02 
A comparison then of parallels or correspondences be-
tween the prose and poetry of Thomas reveals, first, that 
Thomas more frequently employs symbolism in his poems than 
he does in his prose; second, that if he employs it in his 
• prose it is less effective there; and third, that in the 
poems the symbols are employed in such a way as to give in-
tensity to the experience without lessening the element of 
plainness or bareness that is a distinctive feature of 
Thomas's style. This third feature is important enough to 
warrant further discussion. The point to be stressed here 
is that Thomas's poetic use of symbolism is combined with a 
realistic manner that one does not find in his nrose. We 
note in the two poems just exam,ined, in "The Sign-Post" and 
in "Rain," that Thomas employs symbols not in conjunction 
with some vaguely transcendental experience that enables 
him to turn his back on the world but in conjunction with 
the world of daily experience; we see him employing symbolism 
in conjunction with a bare, plain style and a frank accept-
ance of the claims of the mundane world, bleak as it is. 
102 Other correspondences between the prose and poetry 
exist. Descriptions of woods or forests, stiles, roads, 
bridges, combes, houses, gypsies, aspens, etc., which, of 
course, occur frequently in pages devoted to country matters 
in the prose attain symbolic meaning in the poems. See "The 
Combe," "The Bridge," "It Was Upon," "Gone, Gone Again," "The 
Penny Whistle," "The Dark Forest," "Aspens," "Roads," pp. 35, 
53, 69, 74, 91, 101, 157, 163 of Collected Poems. Most of 
these poems will be discussed in succeeding pages of this 
dissertation. 
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The prose gives the reader an impression of the "Symbol-
istic mistiness"l03 of the fin de si~cle; the poetry gives 
us the modern literary manner, the fusion of symbolism and 
realism. 
One other feature of Thomas's poetics, often observable 
in his symbolic poems, one we might cite as a certain com-
plexity of diction, distinguishes his poetic practice from 
his poetic theory, at least as that theory finds expression 
in his literary criticism. Some of Thomas's poems reveal a 
use of understatement and of paradox, and a certain ambiguity 
and even irony that are not forewarned of by the literary 
criticism. This element of complexity in the verse of Thom-
as, and it is often closely associated with the symbolism we 
have already noticed, is its distinguishing element. This 
element of complexity in his poetry enables one to claim, 
with F. R. Leavis, that Thomas's work represents "the ex-
pression of a distinctly modern sensibility,n104 and it 
enables one to relate Thomas to the remainder of the elements 
of the modern revolution in poetry. 
One of Thomas's poems states his intention to write in 
poetry only for the few in a new complexity of manner which 
will supersede his prose manner. The new complexity of 
manner includes the use of symbolism, for this is symbolic 
103 Edmund Wilson, Axel's Castle (New York: Scribner's, 
1931), p. 29. 
104 ~· £!!., p. 69. 
expression: 
I never saw that land before, 
And now can never see it again; 
Yet, as if by acquaintance hoar 
Endeared, by gladness and by pain, 
Great was the affection that I bore 
To the valley and the river small, 
The cattle, the grass, the bare ash trees, 
The chickens from the farmsteads, all 
Elm-hidden, and the tributaries 
Descending at equal interval; 
The blackthorns down along the brook 
With wounds yellow as crocuses 
Where yesterday the laborer's hook 
Had sliced them cleanly; and the breeze 
That hinted all and nothing spoke. 
I neither expected anything 
Nor yet remembered: but some goal 
I touched then; and if I could sing 
Vlliat would not even whisper my soul 
As I went on my journeying, 
I should use, as the trees and birds did, 
A language not to be betrayed; 
And what was hid should still be hid 
Excepting from those like me made 
Who answer when such whispers bid,l05 
This poem can best be discussed by comparing it with a 
second on a similar theme. Both poems com.~ent upon and 
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judge his own literary work in the light of his newly dis-
covered power to express himself in poetry. Neither poem 
reveals Thomas at his poetic best. In fact this second poem, 
a sonnet, is interesting only because of what it has to say; 
as a poem it is hardly distinguished: 
It was upon a July evening. 
At a stile I stood, looking along a path 
Over the country by a second Spring 
105 Collected Poems, p. 100, 
Drenched perfect green again. 'The lattermath 
Will be a fine one. 1 So the stranger said, 
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A wandering man. Albeit I stood at rest, 
Flushed with desire I was. The earth outspread, 
Like meadows of the future, I possessed. 
And as an unaccomplished prophecy 
The stranger's words, after the interval 
Of a score years, when those fields are by me 
Never to be recrossed, now I recall, 
This July eve, and question, wondering, 
What of the lattermath to this hoar Spring?l06 
Both poems express Thomas's theme symbolically. \Yhat Thomas 
refers to in the second poem as "those fields" which he will 
never recross, is to be identified with "that land" which he 
says he never truly saw--never truly recreated, that is, in 
the pages of his prose works. And the touching of the goal 
in the first poem is to be identified with the experience of 
"this hoar Spring" in the second poem, both symbolic of his 
hope, as Coombes says, "that he was finding in noetry ••• his 
finest mode of expression."l07 But the first poem, "I Never 
Saw That Land Before," is of more interest to the present 
discussion because it represents a kind of poetic manifesto, 
not like the poem "But These Things Also," a manifesto of 
simplicity,l08 but this time a manifesto of complexity, 
that indicates not only Thomas's dissatisfaction with his 
prose efforts,l09 but also his hopes for his poems, his 
avowal that in them he will use 
106 
107 
108 
~·' p. 69. 
2J2..cit., pp. 207-208. 
See above pp. 75-76. 
109 As indeed the second poem does, perhaps even more 
surely, in the phrase "unaccomplished prophecy." 
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A language not to be betrayed. 
He will, that is to say, write truthfully, expressing the 
essence of self without outside pressures to falsify, just 
as the birds and the trees express themselves, and he will 
write more cryptically than he did in his prose, for he is 
singing 
What would not even whisper my soul, 
and, therefore, 
what was hid should still be hid 
Excepting from those like me made 
Who answer when such whispers bid. 
The poems written in "a language not to be betrayed" 
that this one introduces reveal two types of complexity, 
the symbolism which we have already noted and the complexity 
of diction just cited. First of all there are the appar-
ently simple, purely descriptive poems which the more often 
they are re-read appear more surely to be symbolic, like 
"The Dark Forest'': 
Dark is the forest and deep, and overhead 
Hang stars like seeds of light 
In vain, though not since they were sown was bred 
Anything more bright. 
And evermore mighty multitudes ride 
About, nor enter in; 
Of the other multitudes that dwell inside 
Never yet was one seen. 
The forest foxglove is purple, the marguerite 
Outside is gold and white, 
Nor can those that pluck either blossom greet 
The others, day or night.llO 
110 CollectedPoems, p, 101. 
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Probably the same is true of "The Combe": 
The Combe was ever dark, ancient end dark, 
Its mouth is stopped with bramble, thorn, end briar; 
And no one scrambles over the sliding chalk 
By beech and yew and perishing juniper 
Down the half precipices of its sides, with roots 
And rabbit holes for steps. The sun of Winter 
The moon of Summer, end all the singing birds 
Except the missel-thrush that loves juniper, 
Are quite shut out. But far more ancient and dark 
The Combe looks since they killed the badger there, 
Dug him out and gave him to the hounds, 
That most ancient Briton of English beasts. 111 
Both poems seem like perfect examples of Thomas's simplest 
expression until one notices that he is becoming increasing-
ly "aware of some unexpected meaning emerging from the 
imagery."ll2 "The Dark Forest" seems finally to be a defini-
tion of two ways of life, of two distinct kinds of people. 
"The Combe" seems to be not only a celebration of one of the 
recesses of nature, like the forest, but also an elegy for 
the badger, type of stubbornness and solitary courage of 
those who live in such recesses. 
Secondly, there are poems which on first reading apnear 
only a little more ambitious, not primarily symbolic in in-
tent, but which reveal their secrets only after the reader 
has understood Thomas's use of fine, precise, controlled 
diction, as in "The Owl": 
Downhill I came, hungry, and yet not starved; 
Cold, yet had heat within me that was proof 
Against the North wind; tired, yet so that rest 
Had seemed the sweetest thing under a roof. 
111 Ibid., p. 35. 
112 Daiches, Poetry and the Modern World, p. 71. 
Then at the inn I had food, fire, and rest, 
Knowing how hungry, cold, and tired was I. 
All of the night was quite barred out except 
An owl's cry, a most melancholy cry 
Shaken out long and clear upon the hill, 
No merry note, nor cause of merriment, 
But one telling me plain what I escaped 
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And others could not, that night, as in I went. 
And salted was my food, and my repose, 
Salted and sobered, too, by the bird's voice 
Speaking for all who lay under the stars, 
Soldiers and poor, unable to rejoice.ll3 
The really notable quality of this poem consists in the 
accuracy of the diction to convey Thomas's frank and honest 
response to suffering, the suffering of others in which he 
does not himself share. The key to the experience is in 
the phrase "salted and sobered." "The owl's cry," according 
to Brooks and Warren, reminds Thomas of "the dark world out-
side" the inn, and "provokes a paradoxical response: it 
both •salts' and 'sobers' his pleasure in his comforts.nll4 
The accuracy of the language, and in this context its com-
municativeness, can be tested by trying to find acceptable 
synonyms. The honesty and frankness of the language and 
Thomas's restrained handling of the theme only make clearer 
than a more common, sentimental response would the real 
compassion which the speaker feels 
for all who lay under the stars, 
Soldiers and poor, unable to rejoice. 
Another of Thomas's poems, "Digging," reveals a more obvious 
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use of paradox and the same control over diction that we 
have seen in "The Owl." 
To-day I think 
Only with scents,--scents dead leaves yield, 
And bracken, and wild-carrot's seed, 
And the square mustard field; 
Odours that rise 
When the spade wounds the root of tree, 
Rose, current, raspberry, or goutweed, 
Rhubarb.or celery; 
The smoke's smell, too, 
Flowing from where a bonfire burns 
The dead, the waste, the dangerous, 
And all to sweetness turns. 
It is enough 
To smell, to crumble the dark earth, 
While the robin sings over again 
Sad songs of autumn mirth.ll5 
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Here, in fact, are two paradoxes, both integral to the poem, 
one opening it, 
I think 
Only with scents, 
and one closing it, 
Sad songs of Autumn mirth. 
Both are woven into the fabric of the poem. The scents per-
vade every stanza and Thomas's choice of language insures 
that the thought of mortality is present in each one too, 
explicitly in the first and third stanzas, and implicitly 
in the activity of the spade and in the word "Autumn" in 
stanzas two and four. The truth of the paradox in the last 
line has been implicit in all the preceding lines of the 
115 Collected Poems, p. 136. 
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poem. The robin's song of mirth, the only mirth left, is 
a sad mirth to a man who, unlike the robin, "thinks," even 
if, in this poem, "only with scents." The theme of mortal-
ity here, Thomas has treated in a distinctive and original 
way, with clarity, with simplicity, and with a quiet inten-
sity, achieved at least in part by paradox and understatement. 
So far we find, then, that Thomas's "hidden" language, 
a poetic manner not anticipated in his earlier literary 
criticism, consists of symbolism, paradox, and understate-
ment. But these are not all. He employs irony, too, in 
another poem entitled "Digging" that bears, besides its 
title, at least one other similarity with the poem we have 
just examined, the mating of "tears" and "mirth." 
What matter makes my spade for tears or mirth, 
Letting down two clay pipes into the earth? 
The one I smoked, the other a soldier 
Of Blenheim, Ramillies, and Malplaquet 
Perhaps. The dead man's immortality 
Lies represented lightly with my own, 
A yard or two nearer the living air 
Than bones of ancients who, amazed to see 
Almighty God erect the mastodon, 
Once laughed, or wept, in this same light of day. 116 
The theme here, as it is in the other "Digging" poem, is 
mortality, but here the tone is sardonic, particularly at 
the expense of the fine-sounding battle names which trace 
the fame of Marlborough, of that fine-sounding concept, 
"immortality," and particularly of the awesomeness of "Al-
116 Ibid., p. 109. 
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mighty God," who is supposed to care for the human species 
and to provide the immortality of its several members, but 
who only "amazed" ancient man by "erecting" another rival 
species, now extinct. Man's mortality, the poem says, is 
the only certainty, a matter for tears or mirth; hence the 
irony is appropriate, achieved by placing "i~~ortality" and 
"Almighty God" in such a context that they sound hollow 
indeed. 
Irony of this obvious kind is not usual in Thomas's 
poetry, nor is it always so gloomy. His mort poem "Cock-
Crow" will serve as an example of what is more usual and 
will provide another characteristic example of Thomas's new 
complexity of manner, a manner which his literary criticism 
does not anticipate. 
Out of the wood of thoughts that grows by night 
To be cut down by the sharp axe of light,--
Out of the night, two cocks together crow, 
Cleaving the darkness with a silver blow: 
And bright before my eyes twin trumpeters stand, 
Heralds of splendour, one at either hand, 
Each facing each as in a coat of arms: 
The milkers lace their boots up at the farms.ll? 
Before examining the element of complexity here, we might 
look at familiar matters already investigated in connection 
with other poems. The poem reveals some of Thomas's securest 
control over poetics in order to effect a perfect adaptation 
of the measure to imagery and the theme. The vigor of the 
first four lines of the poem, secured metrically by numerous 
11? Ibid., p. 93. 
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substitutions of trochees, spondees, and pyrrhuses for the 
normal iambs, is perfectly in keeping with the action vis-
ualized by the imagery, "the ••• axe ••• cleaving ••• with a •.• 
blow." This fine adaptation of sound and sense can be seen 
at work, for example, in line two, where we note that the 
pattern of the first two feet, a pyrrhus and a spondee, is 
repeated in the next two, a pattern which places the emphasis 
in the line on the words that deserve it and nrovides the 
imagery with its appropriate rhythmical movement. This 
mastery of metrics, this adaptation of sound and sense, the 
criticism does anticipate. But the criticism does not 
anticipate the complexity of attitude that results in the 
complex manner of this poem, of the "Digging" poems, and of 
"The Owl," which we have been examining. Here the complex-
ity is a matter of the mock-heroic and of the anti-climax. 
The last line is a fine surprise and also entirely right, 
bringing the poem back to the realities of life at dawn. 
At the same time the mock-heroic treatment of the experience 
of awakening to a brilliant da~ has lent dignity and hero-
ism to the dawn-labors of life on the farm. We can find 
the same kind of effective but quiet irony and understate-
ment revealed in "Swedes": 
They have taken the gable from the roof of clay 
On the long swede pile. They have let in the sun 
To the white and gold and purple of curled fronds 
Unsunned. It is a sight more tender-gorgeous 
At the wood-corner where Winter moans and drips 
Than when, in the Valley of the Tombs of Kings, 
A boy crawls down into a Pharaoh's tomb 
And, first of Christian men, beholds the mummy, 
God and monkey, chariot and throne and vase, 
Blue pottery, alabaster, and gold. 
But dreamless long-dead Amen-hotep lies. 118 This is a dream of Winter, sweet as Spring. 
The theme of the poem should be familiar. Once again we 
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note Thomas finding pleasure in the discovery of beauty in 
unexpected places. But he does not treat his theme here with 
the same direct and simple manner he employs in other poems 
which we have already examined, like "Tall Nettles" and "But 
These Things Also."119 To see the difference in the treat-
ment we have only to turn to the last two lines of this poem. 
In them is concentrated a good bit of meaning and implication, 
prepared for carefully by the first verse paragraph. The 
key to the poem is, of course, the contrast between the two 
tombs, Pharoah's and the swedes', developed in the first 
part of the poem. Thomas prefers the sight of the recently 
uncovered swedes. The reasons for his oreference are 
located in a few important words in the next to last line. 
The word "dreamless" is involved in the contrast between the 
sleep of the Pharaoh, productive of no new life, and the 
sleep of the fronds, dreaming of spring and the fruition to 
come. The phrase "long-dead" supports this contrast. The 
swedes, unlike Amen-hotep, are not long-dead; their tomb is 
the womb, about to conceive new life. But the most meaning-
118 Ibiti., p. 27. 
119 See above pp. 72-76. 
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ful word is "lies," at the end of the line. This word 
picks up increased meanings from the preceding words which 
we have been examining and from its position in the sentence. 
The word announces that Amen-hotep not only lies dreamless; 
the word implies also that the beauty of the tomb of Pharaoh 
is a. sham, that the "blue pottery, alabaster, and gold" of 
the tomb is sterile as compared to the "white,a.nd gold and 
purple of curled fronds." 
Thomas did not persistently employ paradox, ambiguity, 
and irony. Had he commented in his poems more often upon 
the human scene he might have been led to employ it more 
frequently than he did. As the next chapter will indicate, 
he was not given to writing about matters which involve 
people and their ways and beliefs. When he did write about 
the crowd and about crowd-thought he generally voiced his 
disapproval or distrust either directly or indirectly by 
way of irony. Hence the lack of enthusiasm for the Tomb of 
the Kings in "Swedes" and the quiet but unmistakable icono-
clasm of the second "Digging" poem. Most of his poems 
reveal Thomas absorbed in a country scene of some sort. His 
feelings, as he responds to it, gradually assert themselves, 
almost always remaining closely involved with the scene it-
self.120 His voice is usually quiet and sober. The poetics 
are usually in perfect keeping with this habitual manner. 
For this reason one must not expect Thomas's poems to reveal 
120 Burrow, .!m.. cit • , p • 6 9. 
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all the mannerisms of the poetic revolution as it is fully 
developed in the twenties and thirties of the ~resent cen-
tury. His poetry reveals, however, a rather astonishing 
range of forms and a sufficiently varied poetic manner that 
enable one to claim that he participated in the poetic 
revolution that occurred while he was alive. 
His poetry reveals this participation in two ways. It 
reveals that he participated in the removal of the late 
Victorian poetic facade. His poems reveal the new simplicity 
of organic rhythm, music, and imagery that one associates with 
the poetry of, say, the mature Yeats and Pound and the Imagists. 
His poems reveal, too, that be participated in the construction 
of at least the rudiments of the twentieth century poetic 
idiom, that we associate with the poetry of Yeats and Pound, 
and Eliot and Auden, though in these poets the modern idiom 
achieves a maturity of expression that we do not find in the 
poetics of Thomas. In hi~ "language not to be betrayed" we 
have found something of the modern fusion of realism and sym-
bolism and the modern exploitation of the ambiguities of 
language in addition to the clarity of vision, the natural-
ness and plainness of diction, and the quiet intensity of 
feeling that we noted earlier in the chapter as defining the 
characteristic poetics of Thomas. 
Chapter III 
Thomas's Isolation 
We have seen in Chapter I in dealing with Thomas's 
relations with his poetic milieu that while he sensed the 
direction in which experiements in poetry were headed he 
managed to maintain a certain independence of outlook large-
ly due to his personality, his tastes in literature, and his 
affection for the country. And we have seen in Chapter II in 
dealing with Thomas's theory and practice of poetry that he 
succeeded in creating a distinctly indeuendent poetic manner 
which enables one to relate him to the revolution in modern 
poetry occurring in his time. This chanter will deal with 
some of the central motifs of Thomas's poetry--important pre-
occupations, ideas, and attitudes that recur in his poems, 
exclusive of the motif of nature, which will be treated in 
Chapter IV. If most of the poems which we have examined in 
Chapter II reveal by their style an independence and an orig-
inality of poetic manner, all of the poems which will be sur-
veyed in this chapter, and in the next , will reveal by what 
Thomas has to say in them the experiences of an isolated man. 
The independence and originality of manner can be seen as an 
expression, and an important one, of Thomas's solitary exist-
ence, a solitude caused by his feeling isolated from his 
fellow human beings and their modes of thought and action, even 
at times alienated by them. 
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Though all of Thomas's poems were written during time 
of war, few of them have anything to say about the war. 
Only three, "This Is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong, "1 "In 
Memoriam (Easter, 1915),"2 and "No One Cares Less Than I," 3 
are exclusively devoted to the subject. The first will pro-
vide a good introduction to a survey of the contents of his 
poems and to his attitude toward society. 
This is no case of petty right or wrong 
That politicians or philosophers 
Can judge. I hate not Germans, nor grow hot 
With love of Englishmen, to please newspapers. 
Beside my hate for one fat patriot 
My hatred of the Kaiser is love true:--
A kind of god he is, banging a gong. 
But I have not to choose between the two, 
Or between justice and injustice. Dinned 
With war and argument I read no more 
Than in the storm smoking along the wind 
Athwart the wood. Two witches' cauldrons roar. 
From one the weather shall rise clear and gay; 
Out of the other an England beautiful 
And like her mother that died yesterday. 
Little I know or care if, being dull, 
I shall miss something that historians 
Can rake out of the ashes when perchance 
The phoenix broods serene above their ken. 
But with the best and meanest Englishman 
I am one in crying, God save England, lest 
We lose what never slaves and cattle blessed. 
The ages made her that made us from the dust: 
She is all we know and live by, and we trust 
She is good and must endure, loving her so: 
And as we love ourselves we hate her foe. 4 
This poem quite clearly reveals Thomas's isolation, conscious 
and self-imposed, from current and popular ways of thinking 
1 
2 
Collected Poems, p. 165 
Ibid., p. 45 
3 
4 
Ibid., p. 162. 
Ibid., p. 165. 
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about England's war effort. The sentiments expressed in 
the opening lines of the poem would not have pleased most 
of Thomas's readers had the poem found a publisher when it 
was written, early in the war.5 It reveals a mind skeptical 
of all rationalizations created by professionals closely 
associated with the propagandizing of England's "cause" in 
the war, those who write the editorials, who lecture to 
large audiences, or who write the books justifying England's 
moral position. "This is no case," he says, "of petty right 
or wrong"; what is really at stake in the war is the existence 
of English freedom on English soil; this way of life, this 
land we love, 
And as we love ourselves we hate her foe. 
The poem, then, reveals a person skeptical, critical, and 
independent. One finds even an inclination to quarrel in 
the caustic lines, 
Little I know or care if, being dull, 
I shall miss something that historians 
Can rake out of the ashes when perchance 
The phoenix broods serene above their ken. 
The sarcasm here, the forthright "I hate not Germans ••• to 
please newspapers," and the indignation in 
Beside my hate for one fat patriot 
My hatred of the Kaiser is love true, 
provide us with a glimpse of his lack of faith in man in his 
5 The bulk of Thomas's poems were written in the late 
fall and winter of 1914-15. According to Moore this poem was 
written during this period(~. cit., pp. 216-220). 
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social, political, and learned capacities. Only two poems, 
"Digging" ("What matter makes my spade for tears or mirth"), 6 
and "The Word," among Thomas's other poems, reveal as clearly 
as "This is no case ••• '' does Thomas's repudiation of society's 
ways and habits of thought. In "The Word" he says that he 
has given up culture for nature. He has forgotten all he ever 
knew of the words of astronomy, politics, history, and theol-
ogy: 
I have forgot ••• names of the mighty men 
That fought and lost or won in the old wars, 
Of kings and fiends and gods, and most of the stars. 
He has forgotten these words, these names, for the words of 
1esser things," for the word "some thrushes learn to say," 
a word which is "like food" and, to make up for all he has 
forgotten, "like memory."? 
Thomas's isolation from society is more often revealed 
in his poems simply by his turning away from it to write of 
other matters. As a result, the war, for example, usually 
remains only a presence, albeit an ominous one, in the back-
ground of Thomas's poems. This is true of "The Owl, 118 in 
which, it will be remembered, Thomas's food is "Salted and 
sobered ••• by the bird's voice," 
Speaking for all who lay under the stars, 
Soldiers and poor, unable to rejoice.9 
6 Quoted above, p.ll5. 8 Quoted above, p. 112. 
7 Collected Poems, p. 154. 9 Collected Poems, p. 26. 
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In "Roads" the thought occurs to Thomas that now in 1914 or 
1915 the war dead join the company of all the dead of past 
generations that have marched the roads of England and leads 
to the concluding assertion which has little to do with the 
war: 
They keep me company 
With their pattering, 
Crowding the solitude 
Of the loons over the downs, 
Hushing the roar of towns 
And their brief multitude.lO 
In "The Sun Used to Shine" Thomas admits that his absorbing 
relationship with Frost during the summer of 1914 caused him 
to consider all other matters, social, literary, military, 
as somehow unreal. The sun, he says, used to shine on their 
easy camaraderie, their unhurried enjoyment of each other's 
company and of the nature they loved in common: 
The sun used to shine while we two walked 
Slowly together, paused and started 
Again, and sometimes mused, sometimes talked 
As either pleased, and cheerfully parted 
Each night ••• 
We turned from men or poetry 
To rumours of the war remote 
Only till both stood disinclined 
For ought but the yellow flavorous coat 
Of an apple wasps had undermined; 
Or a sentry of dark betonies, 
The stateliest of small flowers on earth. 
At the forest verge; or crocuses 
Pale purple as if they had their birth 
10 ~ •• p. 163. 
In sunless Hades fields. The war 
Came back to mind with the moonrise 
Which soldiers in the east afar 
Beheld then, Nevertheless, our eyes 
Could as well imagine the Crusades 
Or Caesar's battles •• ,,ll 
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Or, if the war is not kept in the background of Thomas 's 
thought, he uses it to help illustrate another idea that he 
is expressing in a poem, as in "February Afternoon": 
Men heard this roar of parleying starlings, saw, 
A thousand years ago even as now, 
Black rooks with white gulls following the plough 
So that the first are last until a caw 
Commands that last are first agai~--a law 
Which was of old when one, like me, dreamed how 
A thousand years might dust lie on his brow 
Yet thus would birds do between hedge and shaw. 
Time swims before me, making as a day 
A thousand years, while the broad ploughland oak 
Roars mill-like and men strike and bear the stroke 
Of war as ever, audacious or resigned, 
And God still sits aloft in the array 
That we have wrought him, stone-deaf and stone-blind.l2 
If, then, we have found that Thomas tends to repudiate 
society, politics, and the learned world, in making one of 
his few references to God in"February Afternoon" he seems to 
be repudiating Christianity, too, or at least the view of 
Christians who understand God as being actively engaged in 
directing the affairs of men. 13 The God of this poem over-
looks a scene where the struggle for survival takes place, 
where the one law of might makes right nrevails, a world 
11 
12 
13 
Ibid., p. 75. 
Ibid,, p. 108. 
Cp. ''Digging," ibid., p. 109, quoted above p. 115, 
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over which God, far from intervening, sits "stone-deaf and 
stone-blind" in His indifference, Few of the poems contain 
allusions to God or to Christianity and then only in terms 
of the powerlessness of the Christian God or of the Christian 
world-view to understand or to cope with the realities of 
the world in which we live. These few poems will be examined 
in the next chapter, devoted to Thomas's concept of nature,l4 
Here it is only necessary to cite the fact that in both "The 
Mountain Chapel" and "Aspens" Thomas has the sounds of 
nature drowning out the sounds which emanate once a week from 
the chapel. In the former poem the wind symbolizes the en-
during activities of nature as contrasted with the brief and 
comparatively short-lived activities of the church. Thomas's 
theme finds expression in the last lines of the poem: 
When gods were young 
This wind was old.l5 
Actually the poetry provides little to illustrate Thom-
as's repudiation of Christianity. Apparently Thomas had 
already said about all he wanted to on the matter in his 
prose. A whole chapter in~ Heart of England, for example, 
is devoted to showing how the appearance and the habits of 
the peasantry indicate that men are older than their gods, 
whom they create, and that Christianity is only one, and a 
short-lived, interpretation of man's relations with the 
14 See below pp. 199-200, 197, 209-210, The poems in 
question here are "A Cat," "The Mountain Chapel," and "Aspens," 
ibid., pp. 117, 151, 157, respectively. 
15 Ibid., p. 152. 
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enduring powers that rule the universe.l6 An entire essay 
in The Last Sheaf, entitled "The Friend of the Blackbird," 
is devoted to depicting the conversion of a Christian minis-
ter from worship of the Creator to worship of the Creation.l7 
In The South Country Thomas reveals his dislike of the 
ostentation of cathedrals like Winchester or Canterbury: "I 
feel when I am within them that I know why a dog bays at the 
moon •••• They opuress our little days with too uermanent an 
expression of passing things."l8 Chapels and country churches, 
on the other hand, Thomas apparently visited often in his 
travels about England, for he enjoyed their more humble ex-
pression of the culture of the country people.l9 As a result, 
in "The Manor Farm" a country church combines with a farm and 
a yew-tree as a visible reminder of the traditions of the 
England that Thomas loves and as a symbol of the harmony which 
can at times exist among nature, man, and tradition. 20 The 
Church, then, becomes interesting to Thomas as a manifestation 
of the culture of the people; he cannot, however, pay any 
real allegiance to the moral or intellectual authority which, 
in the poem "March the Third," he claims the Church no longer 
16 Pp. 142-145. 
17 (London: Jonathan Cape, 1928), pp. 205-214. 
18 P. 4. 
19 Ibid. See also The Icknield Way, pp. 163-164; 
Beautiful Wales, pp. 25-26. 
20 Collected Poems, p. 25. 
possesses,21 
Cut off from traditional religious belief, and having 
little faith in other manifestations of man's collective 
thinking, Thomas gained little more from his friends and 
acquaintances. A number of poems reveal clearly his feel-
ings of insecurity in the society even of what appear to 
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have been fairly close acquaintances. Sometimes he expresses 
a desire to escape: 
if I feared the solitude 
Far more I feared all company: too sharp, too rude, 
Had been the wisest or the dearest human voice,22 
Or else he expresses his sense of insecurity, of inadequacy: 
What will they do when I am gone? It is plain 
That they will do without me as the rain 
Can do without the flowers and the grass 
That profit by it and must perish without. 
I have but seen them in the loud street pass; 
And I was naught to them. I turned about 
To see them disappearing carelessly. 
But what if I in them as they in me 
Nourished what has great value and no price? 
Almost I thought that rain thirsts for a draught 
Which only in the blossom's chalice lies, 
Until that one turned back and lightly laughed,23 
The~heY" of this poem are simply other people, probably not 
good friends. Actually the best estimate as to who they are 
is to say that they are probably his readers. But, clearly, 
whoever they are, Thomas feels that he should be sharing some 
sort of relationship with them, for he comments, "And I was 
naught to them." Whoever they are, Thomas feels that he is 
dispensable, easily replaced. He feels dependent; he imagines 
21 Ibid., p. 122. 23 Ibid., p. 115. 
22 Ibid., p. 65, 
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them independent. Others in Thomas's poetry are stronger, 
more self-reliant, wiser, or better than he is himself. The 
same feeling appears in "Liberty." Writing the poem some 
time after returning from a social gathering of some sort, 
Thomas says, 
If every hour 
Like this one passing that I have spent among 
The wiser others when I have forgot 
To wonder whether I was free or not, 
Were piled before me, and not lost behind, 
And I could take and carry them away 
I should be rich; or if I had the power 
To wipe out every one and not again 
Regret, I should be rich to be so poor.24 
Whatever kind of social situation served as ~rompter of 
these reflections, a conversation with fellow-poets, latus 
say, the others are clearly, he feels, his superiors, the 
"wiser others." Yet one gains the distinct impression that 
Thomas would prefer somehow to obliterate rather than cherish 
the wisdom of these wiser others; he would rather have 
the power 
To wipe out every one and not again 
Regret •••• 
Unfortunately, he has not the power. The poem reveals some-
thing of what D. W. Harding believes most of Thomas's poetry 
reveals, "the predicament encountered by those who are 
isolated without being self-sufficient.n25 
Since, as he says in "Liberty," he has not the power 
either to "carry .•• away" or to "wipe out" the marks of wisdom 
24 Ibid., p. 78. 
25 "A Note on Nostalgia," in Determinations: Critical 
Essays, edited by F. R. Leavis (London: Chatto & Windus, 1934), 
p. 78. 
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of "the wiser others," Thomas is left only the haunting 
traces of the wisdom of experience "lost behind" in the past. 
One hears a great deal about the past in Thomas's poems. 
Isolated from enjoyable relationships with others in the 
present, he feels cut off also from the past. Seldom is it 
recapturable in any satisfying way. In a poem about a bird 
whose voice Thomas has heard "oftenest when ••• I was alone," 
he writes: 
Sad more than joyful it was, if I must say 
That it was one or other, but if sad 
''!'was sad only with joy too, too far off 
For me to taste it. But I cannot tell 
If truly never anything but fair 
The days were when he sang, as now they seem. 
This surely I know, that I who listened then, 
Happy sometimes, sometimes suffering 
A heavy body and a heavy heart, 
Now straightway, if I think of it, become 
Light as that bird wandering beyond my shore.26 
Here it would seem that by an act of the L'llagination Thomas 
finds the past recapturable and consoling, but the last line 
provides the key to Thomas's intentions here: the bird, "The 
Unknown Bird," as the title has it, whose voice "was bodiless 
sweet," never actually apprehended by sight, never really 
caught, wanders now in Thomas's memory "beyond my shore." If, 
as in this poem, the happiness of the past is in some sense 
at least capable of being re-experienced, in most poems the 
relations between past and present are even less satisfying. 
In "Parting" the "past is a strange land," a land of shadow-
26 Collected Poems, p. 133. 
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forms, of remembered ~joy and misery," both of which, because 
the misery is gone and the joys can be recaptured by a happy 
mind, "bring joy to the joyous,~ but by a reverse logic, 
"sadden the sad. n27 Most of the poems that deal with the 
past picture it as having been fruitful by comparison with 
the barrenness of the present, or as in some way haunting 
whatever enjoyment is possible in the present. ~The Mill-
Water~ pictures an abandoned and collapsed mill-house. Only 
the mill-water still sounds into the present: 
27 
28 
Only the sound remains 
Of the old mill; 
Gone is the wheel; 
On the prone roof and walls the nettle reigns. 
Water that toils no more 
Dangles white locks 
And, falling, mocks 
The music of the mill-wheel's busy roar •••• 
Solitude, company,--
When it is night,--
Grief or delight 
By it must haunted or concluded be. 
Often the silentness 
Has but this one 
Companion; 
Wherever one creeps in the other is: 
Sometimes a thought is drowned 
By it, sometimes 
Out of it climbs; 
All thoughts begin or end upon this sound, 
Only the idle foam 
Of water falling 
Changelessly calling, 
Where once men had a work-place and a home.28 
Ibid., P• 146. 
Ibid., p. 111. 
133 
The experience of reconstructing the active past, of hearing 
The music of the mill-wheel's busy roar, 
and of imagining the sight of the place 
Where once men had a work-place and a home, 
brings nothing but pain to Thomas in the present. One can 
sense that Thomas is drawn to this desolating scene because 
he recognizes himself in it. The "old mill," empty of life, 
on whose "prone roof and walls the nettle reigns," is a sym-
bol of his own state. The water, the "idle foam," is a sym-
bol of empty time that no longer engages real life, that 
only by its endless sound recalls the life that was and mocks 
the death in life that remains for Thomas. In another poem, 
"Gone, Gone Again," Thomas represents himself as being like 
an old house, now untenanted and empty, a house in the past 
that knew life: 
Look at the old house, 
Outmoded, dignified, 
Dark and untenanted, 
With grass growing instead 
Of the footsteps of life, 
The friendlines~ the strife; 
In its beds have lain 
Youth, love, age, and pain: 
I am something like that; 
Only I am not dead, 
Still breathing and interested 
In the house that is not dark:--
I am something like that: 
Not one pane to reflect the sun, 
For the schoolboys to throw at--
They have broken every one.29 
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Thomas's pictures of himself in these last two poems, 
as a disused mill, 
Where once men had a work-p~ce and a home, 
and as an old and abandoned house which once knew "the foot-
steps of life" are entirely consistent with the poems that 
deal with his family relations, especially with those concern-
ing his father and his wife. With the first, Philip Henry 
Thomas, he had nothing in common. Moore describes the father 
as a cold, practical, efficient clerk "of a slightly superior 
kind," freethinker and positivist, but also an earnest Chapel-
goer of Unitarian leanings.30 He disapproved of his son's 
going to Oxford rather than reading for Civil Service examina-
tions, of his courtship of Helen Noble; he was enraged when 
he found that the two had become secretly married; and he all 
but broke relations with his son, calling him "a scoundrel 
and a waster," when he persisted in refusing to enter the 
Civil Service and, instead, claimed writing for a career.31 
When they met, even after the younger Thomases were long 
married and self-sufficient economically, the father sneered 
at the son's writing; the son retaliated at the father's clerk-
ship. 32 One of the last flare-ups between them occurred .just 
before Thomas enlisted in the army over his telling his father 
29 
30 
Ibid., p. 74 
.9.12.· cit., p. 3. 
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11 that the Germans were as brave as the English, and that 
cold steel would bring fear to any man's heart." The father 
thought that statements of this sort oroved his son 11 disloyal."33 
But Thomas had the last word. He expressed his feelings for 
his father in a poem, not included in the Collected Poems 
until the edition of 1949. That Thomas felt hesitant about 
allowing the poem to appear in print is not surprising. En-
titled simply "P. H. T.," the poem makes dreadfully clear his 
isolation from his father: 
I may come near loving you 
When you are dead 
And there is nothing to do 
And much to be said. 
To repent that day will be 
Impossible 
For you and vain for me 
The truth to tell. 
I shall be sorry for 
Your impotence: 
You can do and undo no more 
When you go hence, 
Cannot even forgive 
The funeral. 
But not so long as you live 
Can I love you at a11.34 
Thomas's relations with his wife are not so clearly 
defined, although they probably amount, if not to alienation, 
at least to isolation. On the one hand we have the assertion 
by Moore that 
33 
34 
Eckert, ~· £li., p. 154. 
Collected Poems, p. 189. 
there grew up between these two a love which lasted 
until Edward's death in the battle of Arras. It was 
not idyllic nor indeed always happy; but it was sure 
and steady and true, and it survived the wretchedness 
and poverty of many terrible years.35 
By the same token Helen Thomas's book seems to have been 
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written to defend the position that the love between her and 
Thomas, despite occasional hard times caused either by his 
"melancholy'' or, once, by a fleeting infatuation for another 
woman young enough almost to be Thomas's daughter, continued 
strong up to the end of his life. On the other hand we have 
the record in the poems, which seem to indicate not only 
some of the hardships cited by Moore but also little of a 
love "sure and steady and true." Instead, the poems show 
the story of diminishing happiness and. passion, replaced at 
times by a quiet desperation and at other times by a feeling 
of oity. 
However, not all the poems which refer unmistakably to 
women record Thomas's disillusionments, his gradual estrange-
ment from his wife. There seem to be three groups of poems 
addressed to women or which are concerned with expressing 
Thomas's feelings about them. First there are those surely 
addressed to his wife with which may be associated another 
poem referring to their family life. Then there is a group 
which is addressed, or which refers, to a certain "girl in 
white." 
35 
36 
These will be examined later in this chapter,36 
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And finally there is a group which can be distinguished from 
the first two by virtue of their relative objectivity and by 
their Elizabethan manner, which makes it very difficult in-
deed to associate these with either of the women. 
Probably only the first group of poems is of illlmediate 
interest in tracing the theme of isolation in the poetry of 
Thomas. These poems are distinguished by their frankness, by 
their honesty, as though the speaker of the poems had no 
illusions left concerning the nature of their relationship. 
No one so much as you 
Loves this my clay, 
Or would lament as you 
Its dying day •••• 
None ever was so fair 
As I thought you: 
Not a word can I bear 
Spoken against you ••.• 
We look and understand, 
We cannot speak 
Except in trifles and 
Words the most weak •••• 
That I could not return 
All that you gave 
And could not ever burn 
With the love you have, 
Till sometimes it did seem 
Better it were 
Never to see you more 
Than linger here 
With only gratitude 
Instead of love--
A pine in solitude 
Cradling a dove.37 
Another poem, "'Home'," provides a rather grim revelation of 
37 Collected Poems, p. 186. 
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the state of affairs in the Thomas household. Having enjoyed 
a day's outing in the country, Thomas returns 'Home' with two 
others of his family. The poem concludes: 
Between three counties far apart that lay 
We were divided and looked strangely each 
At the other, and we knew we were not friends 
But fellows in a union that ends 
With the necessity for it, as it ought. 
Never a word was spoken, not a thought 
Was thought, of what the look meant with the word 
'Home' as we walked and watched the sunset blurred. 
And then to me the word, only the word, 
'Homesick, ' as it were playfully occurred: 
No more. 
It I should ever more admit 
Than the mere word I could not endure it 
For a day longer: this captivity 
Must somehow come to an end, else I should be 
Another man, as often now I seem, 
Or else this life be only an evil dream.38 
Even in his gayest mood, when he is composing poems as gifts 
to each member of his family, to the three children and to 
Helen, he cannot subdue the sense of depression, at least in 
the poem addressed to her. Characteristic of the first 
three poems, those written to his children,are the following 
lines from the poem to his elder daughter: 
It I should ever by chance grow rich 
I'll buy Codham, Cockridden, and Childerditch, 
Roses, Pyrgo, and Lapwater, 
And let them all to my elder daughter. 
The rent I shall ask of her will be only 
Each year's first violets, white and lonely, 
The first primroses and orchises--
She must find them before I do, that is.39 
The poem to his wife is much more serious in tone than the 
38 Ibid., p. 85. 
39 Ibid., p. 36. 
other three: it contains self-criticism, a regret that 
he has not provided better for Helen: 
And you, Helen, what should I give you? ••• 
Lands, waters, flowers, wine, 
As many children as your heart 
Might wish for, a far better art 
Than mine can be, all you have lost 
Upon the travelling waters tossed, 
Or given to me. If I could choose 
Freely in that great treasure-house 
Anything from any shelf, 
I would give you back yourself, 
And power to discriminate 
What you want and want it not too late, 
Many fair days free from care 
And heart to enjoy both foul and fair, 
And myself, too, if I could find 
Where it lay hidden and it proved kind.40 
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Yet another poem, this one not addressed to Helen, expresses 
Thomas's impatience with home, his sense of isolation there. 
This poem involves his experience of the attraction to the 
• 
eyes of a stranger, one girl of many in a long procession in 
one of the streets of London, according to Coombes a foundling, 
whose eyes are more eloquent than the "many word.s" uttered at 
home: 
That girl's clear eyes utterly concealed all 
Except that there was something to reveal. 
And what did mine say in the interval? 
No more: no less. They are but as a seal 
Not to be broken till after I am dead; 
And then vainly. Every one of us 
This morning at our tasks left nothing said, 
In spite of many words. We were sealed thus, 
Like tombs. Nor until now could I admit 
That all I oared for was the pleasure and pain 
I tasted in the stony square sunlit, 
Or the dark cloisters, or shade of airy plane, 
40 Ibid., p. 39. 
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While music blazed and children line after line, 
Marched past, hiding the 'SEVENTEEN THIRTY-Nil'l'E' .41 
The poem is constructed about the contrast between the 
eloquent, wordless dialogue of Thomas and the girl on the 
one hand and the empty wordiness of the chatter at home on 
the other, or between the seal of an expressive letter and 
the seal of a tomb that contains only the dead husks of 
life,42 the condition that prevails at home. And, finally, 
as Coombes says, the poem plays upon the idea of concealment 
of reality--the reality of human nature and personality that 
remains more hiddenwhere words are spoken among close rela-
tions than where eyes meet for a short "interval'' between 
strangers. Coombes explains the references to the "squarert 
and the date in the poem (entitled "That Girl's Clear Eyes 
(Handel Street)") as follows: 
At the end of Handel Street, in the parish of St. 
Pancras, is the Foundlings' Hospital, founded by 
Thomas Coram in 1739. A statue of Coram, with the 
date on it, was standing in Thomas's day; it has 
since been removed. 'The stony square sunlit' is 
Brunswick Square •••• The hospital band still plays 
the ranks of children through the gates next to 
which the statue stood.43 
If Coombes's exnlanations of the references to Handel Street 
and the date are correct, these strangers, Thomas and the 
girl, are not totally unrelated. Thomas is drawn to her and 
41 Ibid., p. 148. 
42 We have already noted a similar contrast for a simi-
lar purpose in "Swedes": see above pp. 117-118. 
43 ~· ~ •• p. 223. 
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to the other children by the "pleasure and pain" he experi-
ences in watching them. He experiences both emotions in 
sensing his own isolation, his own orphan-state, embodied in 
the girl and in the other marching children. In these poems, 
then, that reveal directly his attitude toward Helen and the 
family or that reflect that attitude, the reader detects at 
times Thomas's distinct feeling that the union in the family 
is a captivity, an enforced separateness, and at other times 
his feeling that he has simply not fulfilled his part in the 
bargain with Helen. Q.uite evidently he did not find in 
marriage by any means all that could recompense for the ab-
sence of a real community of interests among friends. 
The concluding lines of both "'Home"' and "And You, 
Helen" contain references to another motif in both the prose 
and the poetry of Thomas--the motif of the "other man" or 
the "hidden" man. It will be remembered that in the latter 
poem Thomas says, 
And you, Helen, what should I give you?,,, 
I would give you back yourself •..• 
And myself, too, if I could find 
Where it lay hidden and it proved kind.44 
He was aware that the man he did not care to identify as his 
real self actually found expression in his actions, while 
what he regarded as his true self lay "hidden" and seldom 
revealed its presence. He was, in effect, isolated from him-
44 Collected Poems, p. 39. 
142 
self, the self he really desired to be, and forced to identify 
himself with that part of his nature which alienated him. 
Moore says that the one·Edward wrote his friends long, black 
letters unloading his melancholy and that the other was "now 
suddenly gay," could walk thirty miles, sing songs in a pub 
with friends, and loved his children and Helen.45 Both men 
find expression in the poetry, but the melancholy Thomas is 
expressed more often than the other. Often he succeeds in 
objectifying this side of his nature in poems purporting to 
be about someone else. In "House and Man" we read an account 
of his visit to the house of a man who lives a solitary 
existence deep in woods. The house, 
dark with forest boughs 
That brushed the walls and made the mossy tiles 
Part of the squirrel's track, 
is completely isolated amid the "forest s Hence and forest 
murmur." When Thomas takes his leave of the man, the latter 
waved good-bye to hide 
A sigh that he converted to a laugh. 
He seemed to hang rather than stand there, half 
Ghost-like, half like a beggar's rag, clean wrung 
And useless on the brier where it has hung 
Long years a-washing by sun and wind and rain.46 
Something of the same self-estimate occurs in other poems, 
for example, in "The Chalk-Pit," a poem that relates the con-
versation of two men, one of whom recalls having met a man 
strongly resembling the lonely one encountered in "House and 
45 
46 
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Man." One of the speakers says, 
'I Used to meet a man--
I had forgotten,--searching for birds' nests 
Along the road and in the chalk-pit too. 
The wren's hole was an eye that looked at him 
For recognition. Every nest he knew •••• 
143 
Spring after spring, he told me, with his laugh,--
A sort of laugh. He was a visitor, 
A man of forty,--smoked and strolled about. 
At orts and crosses Pleasure and Pain had played 
On his brown features;--I think both had lost;-47 Mild and yet wild too. You may know the kind.' 
The two lonely men of these poems are embodiments of Thomas 
himself, his attempt to appraise and understand himself at 
a distance. Thomas's melancholy appraisal of himself is re-
vealed most clearly in "The New House," which might be 
appropriately sub-titled "Isolation and Grief": 
Now first, as I shut the door, 
I was alone 
In the new house; and the wind 
Began to moan. 
Old at once was the house, 
And I was old; 
My ears were teased with the dread 
Of what was foretold, 
Nights of storm, days of mist, without end; 
Sad days when the sun 
Shone in vain: old griefs and griefs 
Not yet begun. 
All was foretold me; naught 
Could I foresee; 
But I learned how the wind would sound 
After these things should be.48 
Here we find the same sense of isolation that we found in the 
two preceding poems, but in "The New House" the isolation is 
47 Ibid., pp. 116-167. 
48 Ibid., p. 123. 
144 
unrelieved as are the grief and pain. Here we find expressed 
only Thomas's melancholy self, whereas in the other two poems 
are expressed the two sides of his nature, combined in these 
portraits as they were in Thomas himself. 
The fullest treatment Thomas gives of the motif of the 
isolated and divided self occurs in a poem entitled "The 
Other." In it Thomas relates his quest for wholeness, for 
what Coombes calls "a satisfying truth about himself."49 The 
melancholic man, wandering aimlessly, or apparently aimlessly, 
arrives at an inn: 
'twas here 
They asked me if I did not pass 
Yesterday this way. 'Not you? Queer.' 
'VIho then? and slept here?' I felt fear. 
I learnt his road and, ere they were 
Sure I was I, left the dark wood 
Behind, kestrel and woodpecker, 
The inn in the sun, the happy mood 
When first I tasted sunlight there. 
I travelled fast, in hopes I should 
Outrun that other. What to do 
When caught, I planned not. I pursued 
To prove the likeness, and if true, 
To watch until myself I knew.50 
But already in the poem Thomas had made clear that this is 
to be a quest which will cause him pain, tbe quest itself a 
curse of morbid self-preoccupation. For Thomas was at least 
comparatively happy only when he was not preoccupied by the 
search for self. The fact that the search will end unsuccess-
fully, or at least in a manner which will cause him dismay and 
49 
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pain, is conveyed not only explicitly by the words 
ere they were 
Sure I was I 
but also implicitly by such ambiguities of syntax as 
What to do 
When caught, I planned not. 
The search continues vainly: 
I tried the inns that evening 
Of a long gabled high-street grey, 
Of courts end outskirts, travelling 
An eager but a weary way •••• 
Many end many a day like this 
Aimed at the unseen moving goal •••• 
One night in sheltering from the wet 
I quite forgot I could forget.51 
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The frenzy of the search leaves him incapable of realizing 
that he could forget self, the only actual cure to his con-
dition. At an inn 
A customer, then the landlady 
Stared at me. With a kind of smile 
They hesitated awkwardly: 
Their silence gave me time for guile. 
Had anyone called there like me, 
I asked. It was quite plain the wile 
Succeeded. For they poured out all. 
And that was naught •••• 
He had pleased them, but I less.52 
The more he discovers about himself the less actual heln he 
receives, nor any really satisfying information. ~uitting 
the inns and other haunts of men 
51 Ibid., pp. 174-175. 
52 Ibid., p. 175. 
146 
I sought then in solitude.53 
But he fails to find his man, He only begins more clearly 
to realize that he is better off for not gaining on his 
"unseen moving goal." With this realization he re-experi-
ences something of the feeling of peace he once knew before 
the conscious search began: 
I stood serene 
And with a solemn quiet mirth 
An old inhabitant of earth. 
Once the name I gave to hQurs 
Like this was melancholy,53 
And he recalls that 
fortunate my search was then 
While what I sought, nevertheless, 54 That I was seeking, I did not guess. 
But that time of thoughtful yet unself-conscious enjoyment 
of life was "brief."55 Unable to find his other self in 
solitude, in fact possessing something of the other's seren-
ity in solitude, he goes back to society to pursue his goal: 
Once more at inn 
And upon road I sought my man 
Till once amid a tap-room's din 
Loudly he asked for me, began 
To speak, as if it had been a sin, 
Of how I thought and dreamed and ran 
After him thus, day after day: 
He lived as one under a ban 
For this: what had I got to say? 
I said nothing. I slipped away,56 
Ironically it is the "other" who makes his presence known 
to the seeker and who, like the seeker, lives "under a ban." 
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The poem has become a parable of man defeating himself by 
his own anguished preoccupation with self. The poem con-
eludes: 
And now I dare not follow after 
Too close •••• I wait his flight. 
He goes: I follow: no release 
Until he ceases. Then I also shall cease.57 
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The entire situation here is tragically ironic. In drama-
tizing his plight, Thomas makes it perfectly clear that the 
life-long pursuit is hopeless, that it constitutes actually 
the pursuit of a part of his own nature which he feels com-
pelled to follow but with which he really does not care to 
identify himself, the "pleasing" social side of his nature. 
This is the search of an isolated man who is fated always 
to be isolated. And it is a pursuit without "release," even 
though Thomas understands its uselessness. 
Thomas's isolation from much of the popular thought of 
his day, religious, political, and social and his unsuccess-
ful relations with his family find expression in a great 
deal of his poetry, in fact in most of it, but nowhere more 
completely and comprehensively than in "Old Man," a poem 
which catches up, as does "The Other," many of the specific 
ways in which Thomas's sense of isolation informs his poetry. 
The poem is devoted to a description of Thomas's experience 
with one of his favorite plants, old man, a shrub which 
57 Ibid., p. 177. 
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gives off a rather acrid odor when its leaves are shredded. 
By the end of the poem the plant has become a symbol of his 
own state, the bitterness of isolation. 
Old Man, or Lad's-love,--in the name there's 
nothing 
To one that knows not Lad's-love, or Old Man, 
The hoar-green feathery herb, almost a tree, 
Growing with rosemary and lavender. 
Even to one that knows it well, the names 
Half decorate, half perplex, the thing it is: 
At least, what that is clings not to the nemes 
In spite of time. And yet I like the names. 
The herb itself I like not, but for certain 
I love it, as some day the child will love it 
Who plucks a feather from the door-side bush 
Whenever she goes in or out of the house. 
Often she waits there, snipping the tips and 
shrivelling 
The shreds at last on to the path, perhaps 
Thinking, perhaps of nothing, till she sniffs 
Her fingers and runs off. The bush is still 
But half as tall as she, thoughc it is as old; 
So well she clips it. Not a word she says; 
And I can only wonder how much hereafter 
She will remember, with that bitter scent, 
Of garden rows, and ancient damson trees 
Topping a hedge, a bent path to a door, 
A low thick bush beside the door, and me 
Forbidding her to pick. 
As for myself, 
Where first I met the bitter scent is lost. 
I, too, often shrivel the grey shreds, 
Snif.f them and think and sniff again and try 
Once more to think what it is I am remembering, 
Always in vain. I cannot like the scent, 
Yet I would rather give up others more sweet, 
With no meaning, than this bitter one. 
I have mislaid the key. I sniff the spray 
And think of nothing; I see and I hear nothing; 
Yet seem, too, to be listening, lying in wait 
For what I should, yet never can, remember; 
No garden appears, no path, no hoar-green bush 
Of lad's-love, or Old Man, no child beside, 
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Neither father nor mother, nor any playmate; 
Only an avenue, dark, nameless, without end.58 
The poem, we see, after the first verse paragraph in which 
the bush itself has been described and its significance to 
Thomas underscored, is constructed about the contrast 
between his own experience of the scent and what he hopes 
will be his daughter's. He hopes she will remember the bitter 
scent in terms of its pleasant associations, just as the bush 
of old man grows in the garden "with rosemary and lavender." 
He hopes she will remember "garden rows," "ancient damson 
trees," "a bent path to a door," and the presence of her 
father "Forbidding her to pick"--associations of beauty, of 
home, of guidance. He himself, on the other hand, remembers 
nothing in association with the bitterness: 
No garden appears, no path, no hoar-green bush 
Of Lad's love, or Old Man, no child beside, 
Neither father nor mother, nor any playmate. 
The past in which he first "met the bitter scent," he says, 
"is lost"; "I have mislaid the key." He remembers nothing 
of place or time or friends or home or father. His fate, 
which because he must identify himself with it and which there-
fore he has come to accept and even to love, is to peer down 
Only an avenue, dar~ nameless, without end, 
empty except for his own solitary presence in it. 
This isolation, this loneliness that one encounters in 
Thomas's poems is felt in other ways than by reading of it 
58 Ibid., pp. 104-105. 
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explicitly in the poems. As Coombes says, in most of Thomas's 
poems, especially in the most characteristic ones, we seem 
"to be listening to a poet speaking easily and fluently but 
with a beautiful precision, revealing something of his inner 
life ••. by an extraordinarily sensitive account of an experi-
ence of the outer world."59 The experience, furthermore, is 
almost always a private one between Thomas himself and the 
usually empty landscape. Even when he alludes to other human 
figures the account seems a lonely one involving Thomas's 
isolated experience. Take, for example, the poem "Adlestrop": 
Yes, I remember Adlestrop--
The name, because one afternoon 
Qf heat the express-train drew up there 
Unwontedly. It was late June. 
The steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat. 
No one left and no one came 
On the bare platform. What I saw 
Was Adlestrop--only the name 
And willows, willow-herb, and grass 
And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry, 
No whit less still and lonely fair 
Than the high cloudlets in the sky. 
And for that minute a blackbird sang 
Close by, and round him, mistier, 
Farther and farther, all the birds 
Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire.60 
The atmosphere of loneliness is created in large part by the 
silence that is only intensified by the sounds enumerated in 
the poem and by the images of "the bare platform" and of the 
59 ~· cit., p. 198. 
60 Collected Poems, p. 66. 
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haycocks, "still and lonely fair." But besides these explicit 
signs of loneliness there is the general impression of isola-
tion conveyed by the dramatic situation itself: the brooding 
isolation of the observer concentrating intensely on the scene 
before him. A similar atmosphere of loneliness is conveyed 
by similar means in "It Rains," another poem which gives ex-
pression to a number of specific ways in which Thomas conveys 
his isolation: 
It rains, and nothing stirs within the fence 
Anywhere through the orchard's untrodden, dense 
Forest of parsley. The great diamonds 
Of rain on the grassblades there is none to break, 
Or the fallen petals further down to shake. 
And I am nearly as happy as possible 
To search the wilderness in vain though well, 
To think of two walking, kissing there, 
Drenched, yet forgetting the kisses of the rain: 
Sad, too, to think that never, never again, 
Unless alone, so happy shall I walk 
In the rain. When I turn away, on its fine stalk 
Twilight has fined to naught, the narsley flower 
Figures, suspended still and ghostly white, 
The past hovering as it revisits the light. 61 
In this poem, as in "Adlestrop," the loneliness, the solitude, 
is conveyed explicitly and also embodied in the poem in the 
dramatic situation and in the imagery of "wilderness" and 
"orchard" peopled only with figures of Thomas's memory. From 
these, toward the end of the poem, he turns away. The poem 
concludes with the image of the "parsley flower," suspended in 
61 Ibid., p. 50. 
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the twilight and isolated, the lonely ghost of the dead past. 
Thomas's sense of isolation led him perhaps instinctively 
to dwell on those elements of the landscape which in some way 
he could relate to his own state. One finds his poems full 
of references to the isolated and lonely, the empty and dis-
used, the dark and the dying. It will be remembered that in 
his poem to his wife, "No One So Much as You,n62 he refers ·in 
the last stanza of the poem to the relationship between them 
as 
A pine in solitude 
Cradling a dove.63 
In "Beauty" he identifies himself with 
a tree 
Down in the misting, dim-lit, quiet vale.64 
Or one finds him attracted to solitary buildings--
It stands alone 
Up in a land of stone 
All worn like ancient stairs, 
A land of rocks and trees 
Nourished on wind and stone;65 
to enclosed regions rarely visited by human beings, like forests,66 
combes,6? and hidden lanes and paths;68 to disused chalk-nits69 
and houses;?O to dead boughs and dying trees--
62 
63 
64 
65 
66 
101, 174. 
I sat among the boughs of the fallen ~tm 
That strewed the angle of the fallow; 
~uoted above, p.l37. 6? ill£.' p. 35. 
Gollected Poems, p. 18?. 68 Ibid., pp. 34,4?,96,184. 
,illS.' p. 1?0 69 Ibid., p. 166. 
Ibid., p. 81 70 Ibid., pp. ?4, 114. 
Ibid., PP• 6?, 91, 92, ?1 Ibid., p. 29. 
That oak saw the ages pass in the forest: 
They were a host, but their memories are lost, 
For the tree is dead;72 
Half of the grove stood dead, and those that 
yet lived made 
Little more than the dead ones made of shade. 
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If they led to a house, long before they had seen 
its fall: 
But they welcomed me; I was glad without cause and 
delayed;73 
Lichen, ivy, and moss 
Keep evergreen the trees 
That stand half-flayed and dying;74 
I climbed the down up to a lone pine clump 
Of six, the tallest dead, one a mere stump. 
On one long stem, branchless and flayed and prone, 
I sat in the sun.75 
One notes in three of these passages concerning dead and 
dying trees that Thomas unmistakably associates himself with 
them. One can sense that the explicit assertion, "They wel-
corned me," is implied in the others. 
Imagery of this sort scattered throughout his poems and 
the theme of at least two of his poems are fairly pOsitive 
evidence that his anguishing sense of isolation drove him at 
times to seek its extinction in loss of consciousness. This 
desire is associated with imagery of the dark. It is most 
clearly expressed in "Lights Out": 
I have come to the borders of sleep, 
The unfathomable deep 
Forest where all must lose 
Their way •••• 
72 illS·, p. 67 
73 ~ •• p. 103. 
74 Ibid., p. 129. 
75 ~ •• p. 188. 
There is not any book 
Or face of dearest look 
That I would not turn from now 
To go into the unknown 
I must enter, and leave, alone, 
I know not how. 
The tall forest towers; 
Its cloudy foliage lowers 
Ahead, shelf above shelf; 
Its silence I hear and obey 
That I may lose my way 
And myself.?o 
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This death-wish is also expressed in "Rain," where Thomas 
says that he has 
no love which this wild rain 
Has not dissolved except the love of death, 
If love it be for what is perfect and 
Cannot, the tempest tells me, disappoint.?? 
However, death is not an often-recurring solution to 
his problem of isolation,78 Other solutions take two forms 
and these provide the other two dominant motifs of his poetry. 
The first, the search for Beauty, finds clearer expression in 
the urose than in the uoetry, but it does figure significantly 
in the latter, and it will be examined in the remainder of 
this chapter. Discussion of the second, the search for nature, 
the most important single motif in the poetry of Thomas, will 
be undertaken in the chapter to follow. 
If the poems of Thomas reveal a man isolated from society 
76 Ibid., p. 92. 
?? 
p. 190. 
Ibid., p. 84. See also "Out in the Dark," ibid., 
?8 Helen Thomas records one attempt by Thomas to take 
his own life (QQ. cit., pp. 134-135). See also Thomas's 
article entitled "The Attempt," in The Nation, VIII (5 Novem-
ber 1910), 229-230, and Eckert, QQ• cit., p. 103. 
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and even alienated by it, they also reveal one who is in 
search, as he says himself, of something "to rest upon." 
The phrase occurs in his book The Country,79 which is ad-
dressed to the problem of how a man copes with trying to 
find a home for himself in a universe not presided over by 
supernatural powers who take charge of man's destiny. 
Apollo, Woden, Jehovah, have been put away for the 
sake of unsectarian education. No wonder we are 
languid, fretful, and aimless. There is nothing for 
us to rest upon, nothing great, venerable, or mysteri-
ous, which can take us out of ourselves, and give us 
that more than human tranquillity now to be seen in 
only a few old faces of a disapuearing generation.SO 
Like Yeats, unable to believe in Christianity, yet possessed 
of a religious nature,8l Thomas was in search of something to 
give his devotion to, and to celebrate, in search of some-
thing beyond "the reach of change,"82 with which to identify 
himself. 
Taking into consideration his early attachment for the 
writings of Pater, Shelley, Keats, and Ruskin, for reproductions 
of paintings by Botticelli and Titian, and for his nhotographs 
of Greek sculpture, one should not be surprised to find that 
he discovered Beauty.83 His admiration for the books of Jef-
feries served in part to strengthen this attac~~ent. A few 
79 (London: B. T. Batsford, 1913). 
80 Ibid.,p.6. 
81 See The Autobiography of William Butler Yeats, Double-
day Anchor Books (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1958), p. 77: 
"' am very religious, and deprived by Huxley and Tyndall, whom 
I detested, of the simple-minded religion of my childhood, I 
had made a new religion, of a fardel of stories, and of person-
ages, and of emotions." 
82 Collected Poems, p. 72. 
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years before he met Helen he had read Jefferies' ~Dewy 
~· In the early chapters of this book occurs the account 
of the life of a young "girl of nature" named Felise, who 
reminded Thomas of Wordsworth's Lucy. In his book on Jefferies 
Thomas quotes from The ~ Morn: "Her natural body had been 
further perfected by a purely natural life. The wind, the sun, 
the fields, the hills--freedom, and the spirit which dwells 
among these, had made her a natural woman," and, as Thomas 
goes on to explain, ''"a beautiful one."84 Thomas was further 
attracted to the portrait of Felise probably because the young 
Helen possessed some of the same sort of beauty and because 
Jefferies' child of nature apparently resembled the girl of 
Shelley's Epipsychidion, which Thomas and Helen were given to 
reading aloud to each other during their courtship.85 This 
fusion of literary with living beauty, the latter incarnated 
in Helen during their courtship and early marriage, became 
apparently incarnated again later, just before Thomas went to 
work in 1909 on his Jefferies book, in a young girl he met in 
Suffolk while he was staying with friends at the beach there. 
Helen includes an account of this meeting in her book, for Thom-
as apparently wrote her about his discovery. The gist of her 
explanation reads as follows: "His letters at this time spoke 
of a girl he had met •••• He told me she was beautiful and 
83 Helen Thomas, .Q.E• cit., pp. 12-19; Eckert, .Q.E• cit., 
pp. 15-17; Coombes, £2· cit., pp. 19-23. 
84 Pp. 231-232. 
85 Helen Thomas, .Q.E• cit., pp. 12-13; Eckert, £2· cit., 
p. 25. 
157 
timid and unsophisticated •••• He said she was like a wild, 
tL~id sea bird, and that only very gradually he had overcome 
her shyness."86 Apparently, the girl, too, wrote letters to 
Helen which indicated that she had unwittingly fallen in 
love with Thomas, who regarded her in turn as "more a dryad 
or sea nymph than a human girl.n87 \fhether Thomas had fallen 
in love with her, Helen does not say. But she does explain 
that the relationship was terminated by the father of the 
girl, who sent her out of harm's way.88 
Thomas's ~rose works written after the summer of 1908, 
when what Helen calls Thomas's "idyll11 89 occurred, contain 
frequent accounts of similar embodiments of the spirit of 
Beauty "divine and feminine.n90 The Jefferies book, as has 
just been mentioned, contains a glowing account of Jefferies' 
Felise. In 1910 in an article for The English Review Thomas 
describes the day-dream of one Lawrence Garlon, who in his 
dream watches the wanderings on the moors close to the ocean 
of a young couple obviously in love with each other. The 
girl, here named Margaret, resembles the Suffolk girl of his 
own recent experience, but her idyll ends tragically with her 
death.91 A year later in a narrative entitled "The End of 
86 
.2.J:l.. cit •• p. 144. 90 Collected Poems, p. 113. 
87 Ibid. 91 11 July, 11 The English 
88 Review, v-\July, 1910), Ibid., p.l45. 608-616. 
89 Ibid. 
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the Day," included in a volume called Light and Twilight,92 
occurs an account of how the narrator, having walked all day 
in the rain, stops to watch the sun struggling through the 
clouds just before sunset and is overcome by the vision of 
a young woman, lightly clothed in white, untouched by rain, 
a beautiful and graceful creature, "untried by pain and strife 
and sorrow or passion.n93 Reminding him of all the beautiful 
women of literature, art, and legend, she unfortunately does 
not linger long on the scene. Thomas's account concludes: 
"Into that sky, into the gorse of the moors and a wild multi-
tude of birds, she slipped out of my sight; and I rose up, 
and knew that I was tired, and continued my journey."94 Then 
in 1913 in his The Happy-Go-Lucky Morgans,95 his one book-
length work of fiction, Thomas introduces his narrator, Arthur 
Froxfield, to the Morgan family in Wales. Arthur becomes most 
drawn to one of the sons, named Philip. As one reads the 
account of this friendship and of the other events of the 
book one is reminded of Hudson's remark to Garnett that "every 
person described in it .... are one and all just Edward Thomas."96 
The friendship between Arthur and Philip grows until, as 
Arthur says, and we are reminded of Thomas's condition in this, 
"we grew oblivious of all things that were not within our 
92 (London: Duckworth, 1911) J pp. 52-57. 
93 Ibid., P• 55. 
94 Ibid., p. 57. 
95 (London: Duckworth) • 
96 As quoted in Eckert, .2:12,. cit., p. 131. 
159 
brains, or vividly and desirably before our eyes, feeling 
ourselves isolated in proud delight, deserted and forgotten 
of the multitudes who were not us."9? .Arthur has also be-
come acquainted with the other brothers, and through seeing 
her picture, has discovered one of the sisters, of whom he 
says: 
I think it was a face destined to be loved often, but 
never to love, or but once. It would draw men's lips 
and pens, and would fly from them and refuse to be en-
tangled in any net of words or kisses. It would fly 
to the high, solitary places. 98 
This embodiment of a beauty "divine and feminine," an 
expression of Thomas's desire for ties, in his own words, 
something "to rest upon," is unfortunately only a symptom of 
his isolation and not its cure; because, as the comparative 
vagueness of all these prose passages reveals, this beauty 
is only a dream, a symbol of the unattainable, communion with 
which only leaves Thomas frustrated, grieving, and alone. 
With it he establishes no satisfying relationship. 
This personification of beauty is a more often recurring 
motif in the prose than in the poetry. But to trace its 
presence in the poetry will nevertheless not be a difficult 
undertaking, and it will be a valuable one for two reasons. 
First of all, Thomas's treatment of the theme in his poems 
reveals his increasing unwillingness to indulge his fondest 
and vaguest daydreams. And secondly, it provides the reader 
9? 
98 
.o.n. cit., p. 288. 
Ibid., p. 2??. 
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of Thomas's poems with an approach to the dominant motif of 
his work, his attachment to the landscape. 
The theme receives fullest treatment in "The Mill-Pond," 
where the sudden onset of storm symbolizes the unexpectedness 
of the experience of beauty or of passion, a rather vague or 
at least ambiguous experience which we have already witnessed 
in the prose passagesjust examined. The speaker in the poem, 
sitting on a mill-dam surveying a mill-pond, senses the 
approach of storm, an experience rendered in vivid imagery and 
in an appropriately broken rhythm: 
Scared starlings on the aspen tip 
Past the black mill 
Outchattered the stream and the next roar 
Far on the hill. 
As my feet dangling teased the foam 
That slid below 
A girl came out. 'Take carel' she said--
Ages ago. 
She startled me, standing quite close 
Dressed all in white: 
Ages ago I was angry till 
She passed from sight. 
Then the storm burst, and as I crouched 
To shelter, how 
Beautiful and kind, too, she seemed, 
As she does now199 
The girl of these lines, "dressed all in white," is the sa'lle 
one we have encountered in the prose, appearing to the speaker 
unexpectedly out of nowhere just as the girl of "The End of 
the Day" mysteriously "slipped out" of the narrator's sight. 
99 Collected Poems, p. 58• 
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Certain differences in Thomas's treatment of the girl-in-
white motif, however, may be observed in this poem. If the 
image of the girl is as vaguely presented in the poem as it 
was in the prose, Thomas's feelings in the poem are much 
more definite and he reveals more control over them. Gone 
are the purely sentimental longings; in their place one notes 
the sharpness with which he defines his attitude: having been 
startled by her appearance and her apnarently officious manner, 
he says, 
I was angry t ill 
She passed from sight. 
Then, after the anger passes and he understands the meaning 
ot her warning, he voices a sentiment similar to the one we 
have enountered in the prose: 
how 
Beautiful and kind, too, she seemed, 
As she does now! 
But the feelings presented in these lines are not as vague 
as they are in the prose. One can sense in these that Thomas 
is more in command of his feelings than he was when he wrote 
the prose passages which we have examined. 
An even more evident transformation in Tho~as's treatment 
ot this motif can be observed in two other poems. The first 
one, "The Unknown," begins, 
She is most fair, 
And when they see her pass 
The poets' ladies 
Look no more in the glass 
But after her. 
and ends, 
On a bleak moor 
Running under the moon 
She lures a poet, 
Once proud or happy, soon 
Far from his door •••• 
She is to be kissed 
Only perhaps by me; 
She may be seeking 
Me and no otheri she 
May not exist.lvO 
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The girl in white whom Thomas encounters on the moors in "The 
End of the Da~' and Philip's sister in The Happy-Go-Lucky 
Morgans, "who could draw men's lips and pens," are both "vividly 
and desirably" before Thomas's eyes as is this "most fair" 
girl, but he treats neither of the former two with quite the 
objectivity that he manages to reveal in these lines from 
"The Unknown." The idyll with the girl in white has become 
an episode that Thomas can now remember with something like 
amusement as well as with understanding. The image of the 
girl has become a symbol of the elusive beauty which poets 
seek to capture in the net of their lines; the painful per-
sonal associations which usually accompany the presentation 
of this symbol have been assimilated or burned away. The 
transformation of this motif is complete in a second poem, 
"Song": 
lOt:) Ibid., p. 118. 
At poet's tears, 
Sweeter than any smiles but hers, 
She laughs; I sigh; 
And yet I could not live if she should die. 
And when in June 
Once more the cuckoo spoils his tune, 
She laughs at signs; 
And yet she says she loves me till she dies.lOl 
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Despite the faintly sentimental flavor of the comparison in 
the first two lines of this poem, the girl in white has been 
transformed into the Elizabethan mistress sung to in many an 
Elizabethan lyric.l02 
To maintain, however, that the girl-in-white motif in 
Thomas's poetry is not, as it is in the prose, a symptom of 
Thomas's isolation constitutes an oversimplification. Traces 
of the old grief and frustration, of the old craving for ties, 
remain in "It Rains, "103 where Thomas is haunted by memories 
101 Ibid., p. 119. 
102 This poem is worthy of comparison with, and was 
probably suggested by, an anonymous lyric first published in 
Music of Sundry Kinds (1607) by Thomas Ford, the first two 
stanzas of which are as follows: 
There is a lady sweet and kind, 
Was never face so pleased my mind; 
I did but see her passing by, 
And yet I love her till I die. 
Her gesture, motion, and her smiles, 
Her wit, her voice, my heart beguiles, 
Beguiles my heart, I know not why, 
And yet I love her till I die. 
The poem may be found in English Madrigal Verse: 1588-1632, 
edited by E. H. Fellowes (Oxford: Clarendon Press, l92or;-
pp. 472-473. 
103 Collected Poems, p. 50; quoted above p. 151. 
164 
of that ghostly white form from out of the past. And some-
thing of the same feeling Thomas conveys in "The Glory," 
in which he grieves that he cannot remain constantly in the 
presence of beauty: 
The glory invites me, yet it leaves me scorning 
All I can ever do, all I can be, 
Beside the lovely of motion, shape, and hue, 
The happiness I fancy fit to dwell 
In beauty's presence.l04 
But it is also in this poem that Thomas asks one of the cen-
tral questions of his poetry, a question that introduces 
the central debate of the poetry, the main conflict or tension 
that exists in most of Thomas's more serious poems: 
Shall I now this day 
Begin to seek as far as heaven, as hell, 
Wisdom or strength to match this beauty ••• ? 
Or must I be content with dis content 
As larks and swallows are perhaps with wings? 
And shall I ask at the day's end once more 
What beauty is, and what I can have meant 
By happiness? And shall I let all go, 
Glad, weary, or both?l05 
The question here, or rather the series of questions, implies 
that Thomas recognizes beauty's power to deceive, to confuse, 
and to cause unnecessary pain. This realizet ion is expressed 
most explicitly in "Sedge-Warblers," where Thomas rejects the 
embodiment of beauty in female form because it is a newer 
tempting him away from life and natural beauty. The poem may 
be thought of as Thomas's farewell to a beauty "divine and 
feminine" and a greeting of a beauty more natural and real, 
104 Ibid., p. 64. 
105 ~. 
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one which by its approachableness grants its pursuer grati-
fications. The poem will be quoted in full because it also 
serves as an avenue of approach to the leading motif in the 
poetry of Thomas. 
This beauty made me dream there was a time 
Long past and irrecoverable, a clime 
Where any brook so radiant racing clear 
Through buttercup and kingcup bright as brass 
But gentle, nourishing the meadow grass 
That leans and scurries in the wind, would bear 
Another beauty, divine and feminine, 
Child to the sun, a nymph whose soul unstained 
Could love all day, and never hate or tire, 
A lover of mortal or immortal kin. 
And yet, rid of this dream, ere I had drained 
Its poison, quieted was my desire 
So that I only looked into the water, 
Clearer than any goddess or man's daughter. 
And hearkened while it combed the dark green hair 
And shook the millions of the blossoms white 
Of water-crowfoot, and curdled to one sheet 
The flowers fallen from the chestnuts in the park 
Far off. And sedge-warblers, clinging so light 
To willow twigs, sang longer than the lark, 
Quick, shrill, or gra1;ing, a song to match the heat 
Of the strong sun, nor less the water'~ cool, 
Gushing through narrows, swirling in the pool. 
Their song that lacks all words, all melody, 
All sweetness almost, was dearer then to me 
Than sweetest voice that sings in tune sweet words. 
This was the best of May--the small brown birds 
Wisely reiterating endlessly 
What no man learnt yet, in or out of school.l06 
One finds in this poem the same central conflict implied by 
the quest ions asked in "The Glory," a conflict between on the 
one hand the desire for perfection and on the other the accept-
ance of imperfection, between the desire for the inaccessible 
106 ~ •• p. 113. 
-.. 
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and the acceptance of "discontent." This conflict is a 
product of two forces at work in tbe mind of Thomas. One 
force isolated him from contact with the world of affairs 
and the society of men, a force in the mind of Thomas and 
in his ooems which this chapter has been devoted to describ-
ing. The other force, which the next chapter will investi-
gate, was his growing recognition of the necessity for 
finding some means of "quieting" his "desire" by accepting 
life's limitations and imperfections, symbolized in this 
poem by the song of the sedge-warblers. 
In view of the fact that one discovers this conflict to 
be central in at least a few of Thomas's poems, in, to be 
specific, such important poems as we have recently examined--
"Sedge-Warblers" and "The Glory"--in other important poems 
like "The Sign-Post, "107 and also that in poem after poem 
discussed in this chanter Thomas seems able to account for 
the causes of his isolation, to define, analyze, and even 
judge his own state, one cannot accept seriously D. W. Hard-
ing's opinion that Thomas's poems reveal a fundamental 
deficiency of thinking, a "failure to probe his unhappiness" 
and to recognize an "underlying social cause for his feeling" 
isolated,l08 Harding maintains that only "The Other" "shows 
107 
108 
~uoted and discussed above pp. 99-101, 
Q2. cit., p. 77. 
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signs of a more precise probing of experience";l09 this 
chapter, on the other hand, has in part been written to 
demonstrate that not only "The Other" but also poems such 
as "Old Man" reveal explicitly, and many more reveal by 
implication, that Thomas indeed expended a great deal of 
creative energy in attempting exactly what Harding denies 
him, the "precise probing" of his own isolation. 
Furthermore, by so doing, by writing poem after poem in 
which he thoughtfully and artfully employs "the outward scene" 
as "accessory to an inner theatre,"llO Thomas gives expression 
quietly and unmistakably and, at times, as in "Old~" power-
fully, to the predicament of modern man existing isolated in 
a society which alienates him, yet in which he realizes he 
must search for some kind of order, meaning, or significance--
an expression of the fourth element of the creative revolu-
tion in poetry of the early twentieth century. To be sure, 
his search for Beauty was, he himself recognized, derivative, 
unworkable, and unsatisfactory, a sterile reversion to the 
spirit of the !1g de siecle. He recognized this search to 
a failure, primarily because it served only to aggravate his 
state of isolation, to widen the distance between himself and 
the world. His search for nature, too, to be examined in the 
following chapter, is only another symptom of his isolation 
109 Ibid., p. 78. 
110 Leavis, QQ. cit., p. 59. 
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from the society of human beings; but this search actually 
served, as the search for Beauty failed to serve, as a means 
of reconciling him, if not to tbe society of men, at least 
to his earth-home and to man's position in his earth-home. 
Chapter IV 
Thomas and Nature 
Although some of the better known noems of Thomas 
suggest that he resembles the Georgians in their com-
placent enjoyment of nature in its pleasant moods, his 
better and more important poems record the struggles of 
an isolated man to attain to a reasoned relationship with 
nature. Much of his poetry reveals that he had not yet 
achieved a final and satisfying understanding of nature. 
On the contrary, his poetry reveals unmistakable signs of 
his bewilderment with a world in which not only the ortho-
dox Christian conception of God but also Wordsworth's 
benevolent "soirit that ••• rolls through all things"l has 
been banished by nineteenth-century science. Therefore 
many of his poams reveal a conflict between the claims of 
the heart, which assert some form of spiritual communion 
between man and nature, and the claims of the mind, which 
recognize the fundamental disparity between man and nature 
and between desires and reality. However, what is inter-
eating and significant about Thomas's struggle is that it 
issues in a reconc illation of the two claims. Recognizing 
nature's indifference to man, he yet tried to find it some-
l "Lines: Composed a Few !.Ules Above Tintern Abbey," 
11. 100, 102. 
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how "good for IllB.n," a presence which man could still regard 
in tbe twentieth century, to use Wordsworth's language, as 
the nurse, 
The guide, the guardian2 
of his being; something worthy of his awe and even of his 
worship. Such, in general terms, are the main outlines of 
Thomas's relations with nature. This chapter will investi-
gate them with some thoroughness, since they constitute tbe 
main motif of Thomas's poetry. 
We have seen already in investigating Thomas's exploita-
tion of tbe cult of poetic simplicity, his "muse pedestre,''3 
that Thomas could enjoy moments of pleasure in discovering 
sources of interest or of beauty in nature without being 
troubled by his mual second thoughts. As critics like .roan 
Harding and .Tohn Lehmann have pointed out, no modern poet 
conveys more "intimate knowledge of nature" or can ~eproduce 
more vividly" the "feel" of tbe countryside and the changing 
seasons,4 or speaks more subtly to a reader's feelings about 
"old houses, hidden streams, woods under rain, bonfires in 
gardens, and twisting country lanes."5 In poems that record 
such matters Thomas manages to express an unclouded delight 
2 Ibid., 11. 109-110. 
3 Bonnerot, ~· cit., p. 303; see above pp. 75-83. 
4 Harding, "Dylan Thomas and Edward Thomas," Contemporary 
Review, CXCII (September, 1957), p. 153. 
5 Lehmann, .212.• cit., p. 77. 
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in the usually unnoticed ways of nature. In these poems he 
invites his readers to 
For get, men, everything 
On this earth new-born, 
Except that it is lovelier 
Than any mysteries.6 
In them he writes as though tor at least short moments he is 
capable of 
Hearkening to short-lived happy-seeming things 
That we know naught of, in the hazel-copse.? 
This is tbe mood that enables him to say, 
Spring could do nothing to make me sad. 
Bluebells hid all the ruts in the copse, 
The elm seeds lay in tbe road like hops.8 
This mood is created either by his refusal, for moments at 
least, to consider how he is "fast pent" and 
How dreary-swift, with naught to travel to, 
Is Time ••.• 9 
or by the sheer interest he takes, like other field-natural-
ists, in exercising the "watchful eye" that forces him to 
forget self and become absorbed in what he is watching: 
6 
7 
The shell of a little snail bleached 
In the grass; chip of flint, and mite 
Of chalk; and the small birds' dung 
In splashes of purest white: 
All the white things a man mistakes 
For earliest violets ••.• lO 
Collected Poems, p. 21 
Ibid,, p. 64. 
9 Ib id. , p • 64. 
10 ~ .• p. 137. 
8 Ibid., p. 63. 
r 
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Poems like "Fifty Faggots," "Tall Nettles," and "Swedes" 
have already been cited as examples of Thomas's "muse 
pedestre" and will also serve to illustrate his uncomplicated 
love of homely and despised details of t te landscape .11 One 
finds this same feeling in poems like "Birds' Nests": 
I like to see the nests 
Still in their places, now first known, 
At home and by far roads. Boys knew them not, 
Whatever jays and squirrels may have done. 
And most I like the winter nests deep-hid 
That leaves and berries fell into: 
Once a dormouse dined there on hazel-nuts, 
And grass and goose-grass seeds found soil 
and grew. 12 
Here the feeling is, to be sure, uncomplicated delight, much 
like the delight that the field-naturalist experiences in 
making his discoveries. And it is the same feeling one en-
counters in the poems of, say, W. H. Davies. But passages 
like this one by Thomas reveal another similarity to the 
work of field-naturalists that t be work of W. H. Davies does 
not as a rule record. The lines here--for example, the one 
that reads 
Once a dormouse dined there on hazel-nuts--
bear tbe stamp of the professional observer, of the nattn"alist 
who not only loves but also knows the habits of country crea-
tures. This line and the last one in the passage just quoted 
reveal that Thomas possessed the observant eye of tile field-
11 
12 
See above pp.72, 117~118. 
Collected Poems, p. 83. 
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naturalist, tre watchful eye that understands what it sees 
and relates :present :phenomena to others in a chain of cause 
and effect, a power unknown to the layman, who might see 
but not understand. In this res:pe ct Thomas is more of a 
nature :poet than Wordsworth, whose characteristic nature 
:poems reveal no such intimate knowledge of the ways of "short-
lived happy-seeming things" that most trained observers do 
reveal in their writing. Other :poems by Thomas reveal the 
same trained eye. He reads the history of a day's activities 
in the mud of country :paths in November, :paths 
With morning and evening hobnails dinted 
With foot and wing-tip overprinted 
Of separately charactered, 
or little beast and little bird.l3 
He notes the struggle of moss to cover a path in the woods: 
The path ••. trickles on, 
Bordered and even invaded by thinnest moss 
That tries to cover roots and crumbling chalk 
With gold, olive, and emerald, but in vain. 
The children wear it.l4 
He combines knowledge with art in "the exquisite :particular-
ity"l5 of an October scene: 
13 
14 
15 
The green elm with the one great bough of gold 
Lets leaves into the grass slip, one by one,--
The short hill grass, the mushrooms small, milk-
white, 
Harebell and scabious and tormentil, 
That blackberry and gorse, in dew and sun, 
Bow down to; and the wind travels too 1 ight 
Ibid., p. 79. 
Ibid., p. 34. 
Lea vis , 212.. c it. , p • 7 0. 
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To shake the fallen birch leaves from the fern; 
The gossamers wander at their own will. 
At heavier steps than birds' the squirrels scold. 16 
The same combination of knowledge and art is revealed in an-
other poem which describes the flora of woods "After Rain": 
The rain of a night and a day and a night 
Stops at the light 
Of this pale choked day. The peering sun 
Sees what has been done. 
The road under the trees has a border new 
Of purple hue 
Inside the border of bright thin grass: 
For all that has 
Been left by November of leaves is torn 
From hazel and thorn 
And the greater trees. Throughout the copse 
No dead leaf drops 
On grey grass, green moss, burnt-orange fern, 
At the wind' a return: 
The leaflets out of the ash-tree shed 
Are thinly spread 
In the road, like little black fish, inlaid, 
As if they played. 
What hangs from the myriad branches down there 
So hard and bare 
Is twelve yellow apples lovely to see 
On one crab-tree. 
And on each twig of every tree in the dell 
Uncountable 
Crystals both dark and bright of the rain 
That begins again,l7 
Only the complacency of "twelve yellow apples lovely to see," 
a direct expression of feeling that the poem could easily do 
without, perhaps spoils a poem otherwise marked by Thomas 'a 
remarkable power to make his reader see the woodscape and to 
sense its silent, wet autumn atmosphere, a power that combines 
16 
17 
Collected Poems, p. 'il5. 
Ibid. , p. 135. 
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love and knowledge of tl:e ways of nature, keen observation, 
and an ability to render particulars vividly by means of 
carefully integrated imagery, figures of speech, and rhyth-
mical effects, to be observed particularly in the middle lines 
of the poem.l8 In fact it is precisely this ability to in-
tegrate love and knowledge of nature with a sophisticated 
poetic art that entitles one to separate even this Georgian 
strain in Thomas's poetry from the characteristic poetic pro-
ductions of the Georgians. 
Usually in his moments of contented botanizing, which we 
have seen revealed in the poems just stn'veyed, Thomas does 
not pretend. to claim for nature any power beyond that of pro-
viding passing enjoyments for the trained observer of its 
ways. Occasionally, however, he does claim for it a power 
to console that would suggest he wished strongly to share 
Wordsworth's concept of nature. As John Lehlmnn says, 
Like Wordsworth, Thomas found in nature what other men 
in other ages found in religion; but there is, in his 
poetry, even less attempt than in Wordsworth's to con-
struct a philosophical apology for this faith in nature.l9 
18 One may note, for instance, the cluster of stresses 
in 1 ines 12-13, 
No dead leaf drops 
On grey grass, green moss, burnt-orange fern, 
approuriate rhythmically and a means of ensuring thet the read-
er will experience tbe colors; and the vivid simile of lines 
15-18, conveying astonishingly well t be sight of wet, dead 
ash-tree leaves. 
19 .QE.. ill·, p. 84. 
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Coombes asserts that Thomas's prose shows that "clearly there 
was something in him that wanted passionately to believe in 
the possibilitY" that nature is fundamentally spiritual. 20 
And later he charges Thomas with an occasional lapse "into what 
I think may be fairly called a manufactured mystical attitude,n21 
a charge that Coombes supuorts by quotations from Thomas's 
prose work ~Icknield Way. 22 However, nowhere does Coombes 
say that Thomas's poetry reveals the same "manufactured mystical 
attitude," as though implying that Thomas had outgrown this 
trait when he started writing poems. Coombes is surely right 
in finding traces of the "mystical attitude" in the prose, and 
Lehmann in finding it implied in the poetry as well. Whether 
this attitude is "manufactured" or not in both the prose and 
poetry can be revealed only after further investigation of the 
whole matter. 
Thomas's prose contains a number of passages that share 
certain marks of Wordsworth's concept of nature, but at least 
twice Thomas claimed that such an attitude toward nature, or 
even such an attachment for nature, was hard to hold in the 
twentieth century. In his book on Jefferies he pointed out 
that probably many people undergo fleeting mystical experiences 
of nature--"the being absorbed and tbe exaltation"--but that 
20 
21 
22 
~· cit., p. 67. 
Ibid., p. 69. 
Ibid., pp. 69-70. 
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a Ksense of humorK or Kmuch social intercourse" pushes these 
cherished eX?eriences into the background of consciousness. 
After tracing the mystical experience through the work of 
two poets who Thomas claims much influenced Jefferies--Words-
worth and Shelley--he concludes that readers must be grateful 
to Jefferies "for describing so vividly a matter of which 
the evidence cannot be too great.n23 But, as a matter of 
fact, rarely in his prose does Thomas indicate that he him-
self has experienced this "being absorbed and the exaltation." 
It apparently embarrassed him. In a letter to E. s. P. 
Hayne~ in 1900, he wrote enthusiastically of his feelings for 
Walton's The Compleat Angler but added sadly as a postscript, 
"I suppose our love of the green country is too self-conscious 
now.n24 Actually one gains the impression from the prose 
that strong feelings for the country somehow have to be justi-
fied. Perhaps for this reason one notes that the few passages 
in the prose which relate the experience are often closely 
associated with passages in which Thomas describes visions of 
the "girl in white," the embodiment of "another beauty, divine 
and feminine," which have been investigated already in Chapter 
III of this dissertation.25 In Light ~Twilight, for exam-
ple, a narrative episode entitled "The Stile" culminates in 
23 
24 
25 
~· cit., pp. 182-183. 
~uoted in Moore,~· cit., p. 277. 
see above pp.l55-159. 
a mystical experience of nature: 
I was gathered up with an immortal com1Jany, where I 
and poet and lover and flower and cloud and star were 
equals •••• And in that company I had learned that I 
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am something which no futtn"e can touch, whether I be 
soon to die or long years away. Things will happen 
which will trample and pierce, but I shall go on, 
something that is here and there like the wind, some-
thing unconquerable, something not to be separated from 
the dark earth and the light sky, a strong citizen of 
infinity and eternity. The confidence and ease had 
become a deep joy; I knew that I could not do without 
the Infinite nor the Infinite without me. 
This passage on page 51 of Light ~ Twilight is followed 
immediately in the book, from pages 52 through 57 to be 
exact, by an episode entitled "The End of the Day,'' which, as 
we have seen,26 relates an experience of seeing a vision of a 
lightly dressed, beautiful, and graceful girl, an embodiment 
of Beauty. The juxtaposition of the two episodes, the tone 
of exaltation that characterizes them both, and their fatal 
vagueness of diction and image suggest that both should be 
regarded as products of Thomas's strong wishes, claims of the 
heart that his mind dared not investigate closely for fear 
. 
that they might all too easily wither in the strong light of 
reason. Both passages, furthermore, represent good examples 
of t re occasional "manufactured mystical attitude" that 
Coombes notes in the prose. 
Despite Coombes •s silence on the matter, one can sense 
that the same exaltation occasionally overcomes Thomas in 
26 Above pp. 157-158. 
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his poetry, though it is expressed with more reserve in the 
poetry and receives more indirect treatment than it did in 
the prose. In a passage rrom Thomas's prose work The South 
Country concerning the erfect trees have on men we can read-
ily sense that Thomas is actually conveying to his readers 
his own reelings ror trees. It is a characteristic passage 
or Thomas• s prose, conveying a number of important ideas 
dear to Thomas. One or these has to do with the meaning and 
value or trees: 
These elms had come unconsciously to be a part or the 
real religion or men in that neighborhood, and certainly 
or that old man. Their cool green voices as they swayed, 
their masses motionless against the evening or the 
summer storms, created a sense of pomp and awe. They 
gave mystic invitations that stirred his blood ir not 
his slowly working humble brain, and helped to build and 
to keep firm that sanctuary or beauty to which we must 
be able to retire ir we are to be more than eaters and 
drinkers and newspaper readers. When they were gone he 
wondered, still humbly, what would do their work in the 
minds or the newcomers ••.• How could they have the ease, 
the st~te, the kindliness or the old inhabitants? They 
had no gods, only a brand-new Gothic church.27 
First we should note that Thomas is quite explicit here: the 
trees serve as "the real religion or :men," as objects of wor-
ship and as tr~ edifice in which that worship takes place. 
The impression is strengthened by Thomas's appeal to religious 
reelings in the phrase "mystic invitations" and by his ironic 
remark that men have left now in this district "only a brand-new 
Gothic church." Secondly we should note that Thomas allies 
27 P. 69. 
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this religious e~erience closely with the aesthetic experi-
ence in the phrase "that sanctuary of beauty," an alliance 
which we have already noted. No let us turn to the poems. 
In them too the religious experience of nature is associated 
with trees. We have already seen something of Thomas's fasci-
nation with trees in the poetry, his fascination especially 
with dead or dying trees, which we found were aryparently sym-
bols of his own state.28 But tl::ey also mean more than this 
to him, in the poetry as well as in the prose. In "Beauty, Jt29 
after relating how "tired, angry, and ill at ease" he feels, 
a'~raction" of himself, still unwearied, 
happily 
Floats through a window even now to a tree 
Down in the misting, dim-lit, quiet vale, 
where it finds sanctuary--"There I find my rest"--and, the 
poam concludes, "Beauty is there."30 The poem strongly sug-
gests the close association between the religious and the 
aesthetic experience that we have already found in the prose. 
But also we should note that the religious e:xperience is not 
stated as explicitly as it was in the prose. Another poem, 
"The Ash Grove," will provide a similar kind of illustration. 
Again the religious experience will involve trees, and, though 
28 See above pp. 152-153. 
29 ~uoted above pp. 76-77. 
30 Collected Poems, p. 170. 
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muted, the relationship between the aesthetic and the reli-
gious experience will age in be audible: 
Half of the grove stood dead, and those that yet 
lived made 
Little more than the dead ones made of shade. 
If they led to a house, long before they had seen 
its fall: 
But they welcomed me; I was glad without cause and 
delayed. 
Scarce a hundred paces under the trees was the 
interval--
Paces each sweeter than sweetest miles--but nothing 
at all, 
Not even the spirits of :nemory and fear with rest-
less wing, 
Could climb down in to molest me over the wall 
That I passed through at either end without noticing. 
And now an ash grove far from those hills can bring 
The same tranquillity in which I wander a ghost 
With a ghostly gladness, as if I heard a girl sing 
The song of the Ash Grove soft as love uncrossed, 
And then in a crowd or in distance it were lost, 
But the moment unveiled something unwilling to die 
And I had what most I desired, without search or 
desert or cost.31 
We note that although the aesthetic experience is not nearly 
as explicit here as it is in "BeautY'' and in the prose that 
has just been exa'llined, it does intrude in the form of the 
"girl" who sings 
The song of the Ash Grove soft as love uncrossed, 
reminding us again of that "other beauty, divine and feminine," 
associated so often with a mystical experience of nature. Here 
in "The Ash Grove" the experience is of an "interval" under some 
31 ~-' p. 103. 
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trees, in which he can gain tranquillity, a peace of mind in 
communion with the natural scene. Here he finds sanctuary, 
surrounded not by a communion rail but by a wall that shuts 
out sad memories of the past and fearful forebodings of the 
future. Renee 
the moment unveiled something unwilling to die 
And I had what most I desired, without search or 
desert or cost. 
As vague as these particular lines are, and as unconvincing 
as the whole poem is, Thomas has again conveyed an unmistak-
able religious experience of nature. 
However, these fairly explicit accounts of his attaining 
what ~most" he ~desired" occur but seldom in Thomas's poems. 
Furthermore, nowhere does Thomas define nature as spirit in 
the way Wordsworth does so unmistakably in "Lines" and in 
"The Prelude." As we have seen, Thomas conveys a reverence 
for nature in two distinct ways: he implies it strongly in 
his field-naturalist poems; he conveys it explicitly in the 
few poems that we have just now examined. But he never 
defines the object of his reverence in religious terms. The 
point to be stressed here is that although Thomas's experi-
ence of nature is tinged with religious associations, it is 
never tl::e exr,>erience of the Romantic pantheist; it is never 
quite a real religious experience. It is not an experience of 
Nature-as-God or -as-Spirit. It is not Wordsworth's as so-
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elation of "the 'beauteous forms' of the out-of-doors world" 
with laws "purposive, harmonious and •.• benevolent towards 
man." 32 In reading Wordsworth's "Lines" we gain the clear 
impression that the poem is a statement of faith in both the 
power and goodness of the "presence" who "dwells" in the 
"round ocean," in the "living air," and in the "mind of man," 
A mot ion and a spirit , that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things.33 
We read, too, in Wordsworth's poem that it is precisely because 
nature is divine that Wordsworth cares for it as much as he 
does, for he continues, 
Therefore am I still 
A lover of the meadows and the woods, 
And mountains; and of all that we behold 
From this green earth; of all the mighty world 
Of eye, and ear.34 
Finding "this green earth" good, he is 
well pleased to recognize 
In nature •••• the nurse, 
The guide, the guardian of my heart, and soul 
Of all my moral being. 35 
Thomas on the other hand, shares Wordsworth's attitude toward 
nature without sharing his concept of nature, much as he would 
have liked to. 
Closely associated with such poems as "Beauty" and "The 
32 Josenh Warren Beach, The Concent of Nature in Nine-
teenth Century English Poetry "'[Irew York: Macmillan,19'3"6')p. 4. 
33 
34 
35 
Ll. 100-103. 
Ibid., 11. 102-106. 
~ •• 11. 107-111. 
184 
Ash Grove, n36 in which we find Thomas responding to nature 
as if it were divine, is another group of ooems which we 
might entitle his "farmscapes." These exoress similar rever-
ence for nature in that they attempt to depict the good life 
as one lived close to the soil. The feeling in them very 
nearly approximates t be feeling Wordsworth expresses in the 
lines devoted to describing the "beauteous forms" of rural 
civilization in the Wye Valley where man's and nature's works 
are hardly distinguishable: 
These plots of cottage-ground, these orchard-tufts, 
Which at this season, with their unripe fruits, 
Are clad in one green hue, and lose themselves 
'Mid groves and copses •••• 
These hedge-rows, hardly hedge-rows, little lines 
Of sportive wood run wild] these pastoral farms, 
Green to the very door; and wreaths of smoke 
Sent up, in silence, from emong the trees:37 
Notably three poems of Thomas attempt to describe such scenes, 
scenes in which man is viewed living in a healthful harmony 
with nature, the nurse, the guide, tre guardian of men's happi-
ness and their moral being. The attempt, however, probably 
represents a failure, and for one fundamental reason. Thomas 
could not believe, except in certain short-lived moments, in 
what he was trying to express. These poems, as well as those 
which attempt to convey his religious response to nature, only 
serve to emphasize Thomas's isolation. Here is one of them, 
36 Collected Poems, pp. 170, 103 respectively. 
37 "Lines," 11. 11-18. 
a poem entitled "Two Houses": 
Between a sunny bank and the sun 
The farmhouse smiles 
On the riverside plat: 
No other one 
So pleasant to look at 
And remember, for many miles, 
So velvet hushed and cool under the warm tiles. 
Not far from the road it lies, yet caught 
Far out of reach 
Of the road's dust 
And the dusty thought 
Of passers-by, though each 
Stops, and turns, and must 
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Look down at it like a wasp at the muslined peach.38 
This is only half of the poem, a view of one of the two houses, 
an image of desirableness, distant and out of reach of the 
"passers-by," who must, however, so desirable is it, 
Look down at it like a wasp at the muslined peach. 
In the second half of the poem Thomas takes us no closer to 
the sunny farmhouse than this. Instead of developing the 
poem by bringing us closer to the pleasant rural life of the 
farmhouse, he changes the direction of the poem completely. 
He presents his reader with the contrast of a second house 
that stood here "long before" and now haunts the present: 
But another house stood there long before: 
And as if above graves 
Still the turf heaves 
Above its stones: 
Dark hangs the sycamore, 
Shadowing kennel and bones 
And the black dog that shakes his chain and moans. 
38 Collected Poems, p. 110. 
And when he barks, over tl:e river 
Flashing :fast, 
Dark echoes reply, 
And the hollow past 
Half yields the dead that never 
More than half hidden lie: 
186 
And out they creep and back again :for ever.39 
Now suddenly Thomas concentrates our attention on details of 
tl:e present scene which connect the present with too past, the 
sycamore, that hangs dark, and the black chained dog, "that 
shakes his chain and moans," creating :for his reader an ex-
perience o:f "the tragic sense o:f too past within the present, 11 40 
which completely destroys the pleasant experience o:f too :farm-
scape. Two other poems reveal Thomas •s attempt to deal with 
this theme. These two differ :from "Two Houses" in that they 
are wholly pleasant exoeriences of the rural scene and its 
"beauteous forms," but they are also similar in that trey 
present the scenes :from the point of view of the isolated 
traveler, the outsider, who looks on :from a distance. "Hay-
making," the first of these poems, takes us no closer to the 
activities on a south country :farm than does a landscape 
painting hanging in a museum: 
39 
40 
After night's thunder :far away had rolled 
The :fiery day had a kernel sweet of cold, 
And in the perfect blue the clouds uncurled, 
Like tbe first gods before they made the world 
And misery, swimming the starmless sea 
In beauty and in divine gaiety. 
~· 
Lehmann, .QJ2.• cit., p. 86. 
The smooth white empty road was lightly strewn 
With leaves--the holly's Autumn falls in June--
And fir cones standing up stiff in the heat. 
The mill-foot water tumbled white and lit 
With tossing crystals, happier than any crowd 
Of children pouring out of school aloud. 
And in the little thickets where a sleeper 
For ever might lie lost, the nettle creeper 
And garden-warbler sang unceasingly; 
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While over them shrill shrieked in his fierce glee 
The swift with wings and tail as sharp and narrow 
As if tl:e bow had flown off with the arrow. 
Only the scent of woodbine and hay new mown 
Travelled the road. In the field sloping down, 
Park-like, to where its willows showed the brook, 
Haymakers rested. The tosser lay forsook 
Out in the sun; and the long waggon stood 
Without its team: it seemed it never would 
Move from the shadow of that single yew. 
The team, as still, until their task was due, 
Beside the labourers enjoyed the shade 
That three squat oaks mid-field together made 
Upon a circle of grass and weed uncut, 
And on tbe hollow, once a chalk-nit, but 
Now brimmed with nut and elder-flower so clean. 
The men leaned on their rakes, about to begin, 
But still. And all were silent. All was old, 
This morning time, with a great age untold, 
Older than Clare and Cobbett, i.l:orla nd and Creme, 
Than, at the field's far edge, tl:e farma r' s home. 
A white house crouched at the foot of a great tree. 
Under the heavens that know not what years be 
The men, the beasts, the trees, the implements 
Uttered even what they will in t Lrnes far hence--
All of us gone out of the reach of change--
Immortal in a picture of an old grange.41 
In this poem Thomas presents a more inclusive panorama of the 
eternal rural landscape of England t:r.an he attempts anywhere 
else. Although the poem is heavily loaded with all kinds of 
imagery, appealing to a variety of senses, it appeals mainly 
in a visual way. To convey the effect of landscape painting 
41 Collected Poems, p. 71. 
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is, of course, presumably Thomas's intention in this poem. 
Oft re four names mentioned, two are closely associated with 
the English landscape, particularly with farm life, because 
of their writing, and the other two are late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century English landscape painters. The 
Morland mentioned in the poem is probably George Morland(l763-
1804), a "master of genre •.• painting, "whose pictures are 
faithful reflections of early life in England," treated with-
out the poetical sentiment of Gainsborough or the pretty 
affectations of Wheatley. "42 The Crome mentioned is probably 
John Crome (1768-1821), called "Old Creme" (to distinguish him 
from his son John Barney Crome), also a landscape painter, 
whose paintings are "Penetrated with feeling for the beauty of 
what may be called the landscane of daily life" and especially 
with feeling for the beauty of trees, "giving to each kind not 
only its general form and air, but its bark, its leafage, and 
its habits of growth."43 In this poem Thomas reveals a simi-
lar attitude toward the eternal rural landscape and towards 
trees, the "single yew," tbe "three squat oaks," and the 
"great tree" at whose foot crouches the farmer's white house. 
Thomas presents his reader with a dream-picture, which he 
loads heavily with every pleasant association of farm life he 
42 Dictionary of National Biography (New York: Macmillan, 
1909), XIII, 963. ---
43 Ibid., V, 142. 
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can conjure. But much as he presumably wished to succeed 
here in presenting a panoramic view of life on the farm, 
Thomas fails in this poem to present the reader with a con-
vincing depiction of the real relationship of man and nature 
in a farmscape. All the life and action in the poem belongs 
to nature. The clouds swim the "stormless sea" of "perfect 
blue," the mill-water tumbles gaily as "children pouring out 
of school,'' the warbler sings "unceasingly," 
While over them shrill shrieked in his fierce glee 
The swift with wings and tail as sharp and narrow 
As if the bow had flown off with the arrow. 
But the men, the haymakers, rest, forever inactive and for-
ever silent. The trees, the clouds, and the land do in fact 
utter here "what they will in times far hence, n but Thomas 
fails to capture the characteristic interactions of men, 
their beasts and implements, and the soil. Another "farm-
scape, n "the Manor Farm,'' presents us with t h3 outsider's, 
the tourist's view of life on a farm, a sleepy, sunday view, 
and as he did in "Haymaking," Thomas introduces the note of 
eternal rural bliss here too: 
The rock-like mud unfroze a little and rills 
Ran and sparkled down each side of the road 
Under the catkins wagging in the hedge. 
But earth would have her sleep out, spite of the sun; 
Nor did I value that thin gilding beam 
!.~ore tl:;.an a pretty February thing 
Till I came down to the old Manor Farm, 
And church and yew-tree opposite, in age 
Its equals and in size. The church and yew 
And farmhouse slept in a Sunday silentness. 
The air raised not a straw. The steen farm roof 
With tiles duskily glowing, entertained 
The mid-day sun; and up and down the roof 
White pigeons nestled. There was no sound but one. 
Three cart-horses were looking over a gate 
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Drowsily through their forelocks, swishing their tails 
Against a fly, a solitary fly. 
The Winter's cheek flushed as if he had drained 
Spring, Summer, and Autumn at a draught 
And smiled quietly. But 'twas not Winter--
Rather a season of bliss unchangeable 
Awakened from farm and church where it had lain 
Safe under tile and thatch for ages since 
This England, Old already, was called Merry.44 
Here Thomas attempts to render in a poem a visual representa-
tion of what in his prose he calls the "council of time and 
Nature and men,n45 a symbol of the harmony, the "bliss un-
changeable," in English life created by co ope rat ion among t re 
forces of farm, church, and yew, or, to define each of these, 
among men, their traditions, and nature. But this farmscape, 
like the one presented in "Haymaking," has been painted in 
words by a man penetrated with nostalgia. The silent motion-
lessness of the men and the beasts in "Haymaking" and the 
sleepy silence of the scene described in this poem are hardly 
convincing evidence that Thomas could identify the "bliss un-
changeable" of these "beauteous forms" with the real activities 
of the farm. He misses the real life in both these poems. 
In his desire to find the life of man related indissolubly and 
happily to a tradition and to the soil, he apprehends only a 
romanticized version of life on the "manor farm." 
44 Collected Poems, p. 25. 
45 The South Country, p. 12. 
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These three poems which we have just examined--"Two 
Houses," "Haymaking," and "The Manor Farm"--are written by 
a man isolated from real communion with "beauteous forms" 
of the interdependence of man and nature. Only two other 
poems reveal a close relation with these farmscapes. They 
offer more convincing evidence than do the farmscapes that 
Thomas actually believed in the desirability of man's living 
in close relations with nature, partly because their con-
clusions, unlike those of "Haymaking" and "The Manor Farm," 
do not reveal Thomas indulging in complacent generalizations 
and partly because in them he provides his reader with a 
real sense of actual, personal experience and with ideas 
naturally arising out of such experience. One of these poems, 
"When First," commemorates Thomas •s own solitary love of a 
hill upon which he had lived for years: 45 
When first I came here I had hope, 
Hope for I knew not what. Fast beat 
My heart at sight of the tall slope 
Of grass and yews, as if my feet 
Only by scaling its steps of chalk 
Would see something no other hill 
Ever disclosed.47 
When he came here he had been excited because he hoped that 
the hill would show him he "knew not what 11 --probably happiness, 
46 According to Eckert, ~._£J1., pp. 81-85, a hill named 
"Steep," in the village of Ashford, in Hampshire, near Gilbert 
White's Selborne, where Thomas and his family lived from 1906-
1914; see also Helen Thomas, 2.:!2.• cit., pp. 126 ff. 
47 Collected Poems, p. 40. 
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content, or peace of mind. Now, he says, too years have gone 
by, 
And now I walk 
Down it the last time, 
wit bout having found, he goes on to say, what he had hoped for. 
Instead of what be had hoped for, and this gift is far more 
important than happiness, the hill has endeared itself to him. 
And so he concludes, 
One thing I know, that love with chance 
And use and time and necessity 
Will grow, and louder the heart's dance 
At parting that at meeting be. 48 
Love of place has come to mean more to him than the satisfaction 
of the strong hope that the hill would reveal some utopian 
happiness. The second poem, "The Shelling," very different in 
setting and atmosphere, reflects nevertheless the same idea 
that a real sense of home is provided by a harmony between man 
and nature: 
48 
It stands alone 
Up in a land of stone 
All worn like ancient stairs, 
A land of rocks and trees 
Nourished on wind and store. 
And all within 
Long delicate has been; 
By arts and kindliness 
Coloured, sweetened, and warmed 
For many years has been. 
Safe resting there 
Men hear in the travelling air 
But music, pictures see 
In the same daily land 
Painted by the wild air. 
One maker's mind 
Made both, and the house is kind 
To the land that gave it peace, 
And the stone has taken the house 
To its cold heart and is kind.49 
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Here again Thomas is dealing with tre theme of the "council 
of time and Nature and man," which we have seen displayed in 
tre farms capes, but these two poems differ from the farm-
scapes in yet an even more significant way than has been men-
tioned. In the farmscapes one senses that the dusty, weary 
traveller leaning on a five-barred gate looking longingly at 
distant reclining haymakers or at a distant, sunlit manor 
farm imposes his nostalgia upon the scenes and finds in them 
human qualities which they do not in reality possess. In 
these two poems, on the other hand, one senses that Thomas 
really experiences the idea that the pattern of human living 
and of human desires must somehow accommodate itself to tre 
pattern of nature. In WThe Sheiling" is revealed, to be sure, 
an active interaction, a cooperation, between the human life 
within tre dwelling and tre natural life without: the words 
"arts," wkindliness," and "coloured," which characterize tre 
life within, find their echoes in words in the last two stanzas 
which characterize the life wit bout. All this suggests that 
man can successfully impose his personality, his desires, upon 
nature. But in both poems the idea that man must accommodate 
his own ways to the ways of nature is given even stronger 
49 Ibid., p. 81 
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e:x:pression. In "When First" Thomas's hopes for what the hill 
would reveal to hL'll were disappointed because they were hopes 
imposed upon the hill, upon nature, by man. In "The Shelling" 
man's dwelling is fortunately situated and constructed so as 
to have been assimilated by the land of rocks and stcnes and 
trees. Thomas's title has bearing on this important point: 
the unusual word "sheiling," defined in the ~ as a "tempo-
rary building," or "a small house, cottage," or, in its 
obsolete sense, "a piece of pasture ground having a shepherd's 
hut upon it," reveals Thomas's intentions to make this dwelling 
a symbol of a happy subordination of man to his earth-home 
achieved only when man builds in such a way as to permit his 
dwelling to be "taken" to the "cold heart" of nature. We must 
conclude then, it would seem, that Thomas is saying here and 
in "When First" that nature is "kind'' only to those who make 
their hopes conform perfectly to its mind, to its ways, to its 
laws. 
This attitude toward nature finds expression in the bulk 
of Thomas's nature poems. Furthermore it underlies the think-
ing in most of his very best poems. The remainder of this 
chapter will, therefore, be devoted to an examination of this 
attitude toward nature as it is expressed both in the poetry 
and in the prose of Thomas. 
As we have seen, Thomas could not share Wordsworth's be-
lief in a universe impregnated with an all-powerful, benevolent 
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spirit. For him the world of physical phenomena, if it is 
ruled by any power at all, subsists, like Jefferies' or 
Hardy's, unconscious, or at least indifferent to man and any 
other form of life. This view of the relationship between the 
power that rules the v.orld and man Thomas nresumably derived, 
at least in part, from reading the work of the idol of his 
youthful days, Jefferies. In one of Thomas's favorite books, 
which he describes as Jefferies' "confession" in which his 
aim is to "free thought from every tranm1el, "50 The Story of 
My Heart (1883), Jefferies writes at length of the indifference 
of nature in a way that could not but have appealed to Thomas: 
There is nothing human· in nature. The earth, though 
loved so dearly, would let me perish on the ground, and 
neither bring forth food nor water. Burning in the sky 
the great sun, .of whose company I have been so fond, 
would merely burn on and make no motion to assist me. 
Those who have been in an open boat at sea without water 
have proved the mercies of the sun, and of the deity who 
did not give them one drop of rain, dying in misery under 
the same rays that smile so beautifully on the flowers. 
In the south the sun is the enemy; night and coolness and 
rain are the friends of man. As for the sea, it offers 
us salt water which we cannot drink. The trees care 
nothing for us; the hill I visited so often in days gone 
by has not missed me •••• 
Some fruits are produced which [man] can eat, rut 
they do not produce themselves for him; merely for the 
purpose of continuing their species .... The lion pounces 
on him, the rhinoceros crushes him, the serpent bites, 
insects torture, diseases rack him .••• By night it is the 
same as by day; the stars care not, they pursue their 
courses revolving, and we are nothing to them .••• All 
nature, all the universe that we can see, is absolutely 
indifferent to us, and except to us, human life is of no 
more value than grass.5l 
50 
51 
Ricmrd Jefferies, p. 181. 
(Portland, Maine: Thomas B. Mosher, 1898), pp. 43-45. 
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Much of Thomas's poetry reveals, without Jefferies• querulous-
ness, precisely the same view of nature's indifference to man. 
This view is based on Thomas's perception that the ways of 
nature are fundamentally unmoral--
Men heard this roar of parleying starlings, saw 
A thousand years ago even as now, 
Black rooks with white gulls following the plough 
So that the first are last until a caw 
Commands that last are first again--
and that the power which rules is indifferent to this ~oral 
insensibility, sitting above it all "stone-deaf and stone-
blind."52 We can see this view of nature implied by references 
in Thomas's poetry to two forces in nature which, because of 
their universal and impersonal activities, became associated 
in Thomas's ~ind with the indifference of nature. One of these 
agencies is the sun, which shines on the unjust as well as on 
the just. When he writes of the war between Germany and the 
Allies, Thomas writes as though the cosmic order of things in 
the universe made no choice between the warring factions: 
Two witches' cauldrons roar. 
From one the weather shall rise clear and gay; 
Out of the other an England beautiful 
And like her mother that died yesterday,53 
For Thomas the sun shines on all life equally, not only on the 
just and on the unjust, but upon all categories of life from the 
inanimate through different categories of the animate, on all 
52 Collected Poems, n. 108, 
53 Ibid., p. 165, 
equally and indifferently: 
There's nothing like the sun as the year dies, 
Kind as it can be, this world being made so, 
To stones and ~en and beasts and birds and flies ••.• 
There's nothing like the sun till we are dead,54 
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The order in which Thomas lists the different categories of 
life in the third line gives emphasis to the notion of the 
indifference of nature. Another of nature's universal agencies 
that Thomas associates with the idea of nature's indifference 
to man is the wind, 
The eternal noise 
Of wind whistling in grass more shrill 
Than aught as human as a sword, 
And saying still: 
1 
'Tis but a moment since man's birth 
And in another moment more 
Man lies in earth 
For ever; but I am the same 
Now, and shall be, even as I was 
Before he came; 
Till there is nothing I shall be.•55 
The wind blows on, unceasing and uncaring, whatever man does. 
Thomas associates it with the destructive forces, those which 
cause men to feel insecure and terrified at the brute strength 
and indifference of nature's ways. In a poem entitled "Wind 
and Mist," a dialogue poem, one of the characters in the poem 
questions the other about what it must be like to live in a 
house which as for a view "sixty miles of South Downs." The 
latter, who has been living in it for some time, and "hating" 
it, explains his feelings: 
54 
55 
Ibid., p. 87. 
Ibid., p. 151. 
Doubtless the house was not to blame, 
But the eye watching from those windows saw, 
Many a day, day after day, mist--mist 
Like chaos surging back--and felt itself 
Alone in all the world, marooned alone ••.• 
I did not know it was the earth I loved 
Until I tried to live there in the clouds •••• 
I had forgot the wind. 
Pray do not let me @9t on to the wind. 
You would not understand about the wind ••.• 
There were whole days and nights when the wind and I 
Between us shared the world, and the wind ruled 
And I obeyed it and forgot the mist.56 
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This force of the wind, worse than chaos that the mist suggests 
to Thomas's speaker here, is an earnest of nature's indiffer-
ence to man, which because of its cold ruthlessness seems even 
to imply nature's active hostility to man. The hostility of 
nature, however, is here only implied by way of humor and 
understatement--by the humor of "You would not understand about 
the wind," and by the understatement of "I obeyed it and forgot 
the mist." Actually Thomas never dwells upon the ruthlessness, 
the hostility of nature. Its indifference and the indifference 
of the social order of man to individual men is clearly implied 
if lightly treated in another poem, "No One Cares Less Than I": 
'No one cares less than I, 
Nobody knows but God, 
Whether I am destined to lie 
Under a foreign clod, ' 
Were the words I made to the bugle call 
in the morning. 
But laughing, storming, scorning, 
Only the bugles know 
What the bugles say in the morning, 
56 Ibid., p. 131. 
And they do not care, when they blow 
The call that I heard and made words to 
early this morning.57 
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And, finally, something of nature's indifference to man's 
ordering of values is revealed in a little uoem entitled "A 
Cat": 
She had a na~e among the children; 
But no one loved though someone owned 
Her, locked her out of doors at bedtime 
And had her kittens duly drowned. 
In Spring, nevertheless, this cat 
Ate blackbirds, thrushes, nightingales, 
And birds of bright voice and plume and flight, 
As well as scraps from neighbours' pails. 
I loathed and hated her for this; 
One speckle on a thrush's breast 
Was worth a million such; and yet 
She lived long, till God gave her rest.58 
Thomas can say in the poem that he "loathed and hated" the 
cat for her killing the birds he loved, but as Coombes points 
out, Thomas also can at least understand, even if he dare 
not sympathize with, the eat's "place in the scheme of things."59 
Her activity, loathsome to a man who cares as much as Thomas 
does for birds, is yet only a symptom of the law that in 
nature all creatures must struggle for survival, and often 
in ways repugnant to man's sensibilities. 
In the poetry of Thomas, then, we gain a clear impression 
of a nature indifferent, at times ruthless, and always perfect-
ly neutral, morally speaking. "A Cat" reminds us, possibly 
57 
58 
Ibid., p. 162. 
Ibid., p. 117. 
59 ~· cit., p. 237. 
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rather caustically, that God is not really in his heaven 
"giving rest" and reward to the virtuous and unrest and pain 
to the unvirtuous. Even more possibly the poem seems only 
another expression of the idea present in a number of the 
poems we have just examined that the powers of the universe--
for the sake of convenience call them "God" --give rest to, 
just as the sun shines on and the wind blows on, all categor-
ies of life equally without respect for their reputation in 
the eyes of men. 
This clear-eyed awareness of what looks like the ceca-
sional cruelty of nature, of at least its obvious indifference 
to the wishes of man, subsists in the poetry of Thomas along 
with an attachment for nature that, as we have already seen, 
is hardly less strong than Wordsworth's. There are several 
possible explanations for this apparently rather inconsistent 
attitude toward nature. One way of explaining it would be to 
insist that Thomas's reasonings on nature led him in a con-
trary direction from his feelings for her; that presumably we 
have in Thomas another example of a schism between head and 
heart that, as Vivian de Sola Pinto says~is a result of the 
revolution in scientific thought, particularly in the areas 
of geology and biology, that occurred in the nineteenth cen-
tury and that culminated in the work of Darwin,60 a schism 
60 For a brief but authoritative account of this revolu-
tion see William Cecil Dampier, A Shorter History of Science 
(New York: Meridian Books, 1957T, pp. 113-123; an~for its 
effects on the Victorian poets see Lionel Stevenson, Darwin 
Among the Poets (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1932). 
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that can be noted in the poetry of the major writers of the 
Victorian period and even more clearly in the work of Hardy, 
both in the novels written in the last two decades of the 
century and in the poems written before and after.61 No doubt 
this dichotomy between the findings of Thomas's mind and the 
desires of his heart does account at least in part for the 
strong note of nostalgia that pervades much of the poetry of 
Thomas and that has been noted in the third chapter of this 
dissertation. Confront a man with a "world picture from 
which not only God and the angels but also the immanent divine 
spirit of the pantheistic romantics has been banished" and 
surely he may express his "sense of bewilderment and isolation.n62 
Especially is this ''bewilderment" to be expected in the work 
of a man who also finds no way of consoling himself by "falling 
back," as Professor Beach says, "on the hope of a social union 
among men in a rationally ordered state.n63 This first expla-
nation of the apparent schism in Thomas's poetry does serve, 
then, to account for one of the persistent strains in the poetry 
of Thomas--the strain of isolation. But it does not serve as 
an explanation~r the presence of humor and understatement, 
for, in short, the note of self-possession, revealed in the 
poems which we have lately been examining. These--"February 
61 Pinto, ~· cit., pp. 41-43. 
62 Ibid., u. 43. 
63 QE. £1!., p. 559. 
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Afternoon," ''This Is No Case," "There 1 s Nothing Like the 
Sun, 11 "The Mountain Chapel," "Wind and Mist, 11 "No One cares 
Less than I," and ".A Cat,"--64 are not the 1:)oems of a griev-
ing soul suffering from a schism between heart and head. 
Fortunately, however, there is another explanation of how 
Thomas's concept of a nature indifferent to man subsists not 
inconsistently with an attitude of reverence for nature. And 
the explanation will fit in nicely with our understanding of 
Thomas as a man alienated by orthodox religion and the ways 
of society, as a man isolated and often reveling in his isola-
tion from men and the general climate of opinion of the age. 
The importance of this explanation to a full understanding 
of Thomas's poetry will justify an excursion for a short time 
into the prose of Thomas, an excursion which will provide us 
with im1:)ortant materials for understanding some of Thomas's 
very best poems. 
Often Thomas's awareness of nature's indifference to men 
and their wishes and their ways led him to the conclusion that 
nature has other ends in view, or drives, which men must learn 
to recognize and accept. The world, he found, was simply not 
merely man's. Much of Thomas's prose and poetry consists of 
his attempt, often successful, to accommodate hLmself to this 
stark fact. Eere is a passage from his The South Country on 
64 See above pp. 197-201; Collected Poems, pp. 108, 165, 
87, 151, 131, 152, and 117 respectively. 
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this thought, which comes to Thomas as he listens to the 
cries of the nightingale. Thomas's description of the bird's 
song will be quoted as well as his response to it, because 
the description itself forewarns of the response and enhances 
it: 
One morning, very early, when the moon has not set, 
and all the fields are cold and dewy and the woods are 
still massed and harbouring the night, though a few 
thorns stand out from their edge in affrighted virgin 
green, and dL~ starry thickets sigh a moment and are 
still, suddenly the silence of the chalky lane is riven 
and changed into a song. First, it is a fierce impetuous 
downfall of one clear note repeated rapidly and ending 
wilfully in mid-burst. Then it is a full-brimmed ex-
pectant silence passing into a long ascendant wail, and 
almost without intervals another and another, which has 
hardly ceased when it is dashed out of the memory by the 
downpour of those rapidly repeated notes, their abrupt 
end and the succeeding silence. The swift notes are 
each as rounded and as full as a grape, and they are 
clustered like the grape. But they are wild and pure as 
mountain water in the dawn. They are also like steel 
for coldness and penetration. And their onset is like 
nothing else: it is the nightingale's •••• 
Beautiful as the notes are for their quality and 
order, it is their inhumanity that gives them their ut-
most fascination, and the mysterious sense which they 
bear to us that earth is something more than a human 
estate, that there are things not human yet of great 
honor and power in the world. The very first rush and 
the following wail empty the brain of what is merely 
human and leave only what is related to the height and 
deuth of the whole world. Here for this hour we are 
remote from the parochialism of humanity. The bird has 
admitted a larger air. We breathe deeply of it and are 
made free citizens of eternity. We hear voices that 
were not dreamed of before, the voices of those spirits 
that live in minute forms of life, the spirits that 
weave the frost flower on the fallen branch, the gnomes 
of underground, those who care for the fungus on the 
beech root, the lichen on the trunk, the algae on the 
gravestone. This hazel lane is a palace of strange pomp 
in an empire of which we suddenly find ourselves guests, 
not wholly alien nor ill at ease, though the language is 
new. 65 
65 Pp. 35-36. 
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We may note here Thomas's attempt to convey not only the 
legendary beauty of the song of the nightingale but also some-
thing of its strange inhumanity. Singing not for hQ~an ears 
but for its own obscure needs, the bird ends a note "wilfully 
in mid-burst." The notes may at times seem to be "as full of 
liquid sweetness as a grape," but "they are also like steel 
for coldness and penetration." This implication is made ex-
plicit in the paragraph which follows and is Thomas's main 
point, expressed tersely and vividly: "the earth is something 
more than a human estate." It belongs to other creatures as 
well, whose voices, expressing their needs, we should hold in 
imagination in order properly to understand life. We are 
only guests in an empire where we feeL "not wholly alien nor 
ill at ease, though the language is new," and Thomas suggests 
that we must learn to understand the language of the citizens 
and their ways if we are to understand the rulers and the 
laws of this empire. For similar reasons Thomas admired 
Jefferies'~ Magic (1881). Writing of it in his biography 
of Jefferies, Thomas says the book throws a good deal of light 
upon Nature's independence of hQ~anity; and it has the 
great merit that for the time being a large tract of 
country, hill and wood and field and water, is the 
property of magpies, jays, wood-pigeons, hawks, rooks, 
and missel-thrushes, of weasel, squirrel, fox, and rat, 
instead of squires and tradesmen,56 
Hardy appealed to Thomas for similar reasons. Thomas 
66 ~· cit., pp. 157-158. 
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cared not at all for Hardy's concept of nature as hostile and 
cruel, but he did admire his love and knowledge of the ways 
of rural life in Dorset and the implication lodged in his 
novels and poems that the good life is lived close to nature. 
If Thomas discovers nature to be blind, indifferent to man, 
and sometimes apparently ruthless, he never finds it wilfully 
hostile and canricious as Hardy is supposed to have pictured 
it. What Thomas has to say about Hardy, and he treats the 
theme three distinct tL~es in his prose work, will provide us 
with additional insight into Thomas's attitude toward nature. 
In his In Pursuit 2! Soring Thomas finds nothing to co~~end 
in Hardy's concept of the workings of nature: "that most tyr-
annous obsession of the blindness of Fate, the carelessness 
of Nature, the insignificance of Man, crawling in multitudes 
like caterpillars, twitched by the I~~anent Will hither and 
thither."67 For Thomas such an "obsession" seemed a "twenti-
eth century superstition." Then he says, "I call it a super-
stition because truth, or a genuine attempt at truth, has been 
turned apparently by an isolated rustic imagination into an 
obsession so powerful that only a very great talent could have 
rescued anything uninjured from the weight of it."68 He found 
Hardy's use of irony, or rather his "abuse of it," a "perver-
67 Pp. 194, 196. 
68 Ibid., p. 196. 
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sity.n 69 Finding no sympathy for Hardy's concept of nature, 
Thomas show~ nevertheless, real admiration in the remainder 
of his criticism for Hardy's profound knowledge of the ways 
of the country and for his love of country life, "paradise 
or not.n70 As a matter of fact, paying no further regard to 
the darker side of Hardy's reading of life, Thomas devotes 
the remainder of his words about Hardy to the general idea 
that "the woodland, and the country in general, have given 
~~. Hardy some of his princinal consolations.n71 Citing the 
poem "The Darkling Thrush," he finds Hardy believing that 
humble creatures "know 'earth secrets' that he knows not," 
that the bird even knows 'some blessed Hope' of which he was 
unaware" in his human ignorance.72 In an article for Poetry 
and Drama Thomas notes that Hardy's poetry affirms his love 
of the English countryside; he quotes one of Hardy's poems in 
which, Thomas says, "He refuses an invitation to the United 
States with a confession that, in spite of all, he liked 
'woning in these ancient lands, '" and he cites these lines of 
Hardy in admiration: 
Let me enjoy the earth no less 
Because the all-enacting Might 
That fashioned forth its loveliness 
Had other aims than my delight.73 
Finally, in a chapter of his! Literary Pilgrim in England he 
finds Hardy's real significance to consist in what Thomas 
69 Ibid. 70 
72 Ibid. 73 
~ •• p. 198 71 Ibid., p. 197. 
"Thomas Hardy of Dorchester," Poetry 
and Drama, I (June, 1913), 184. 
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regards as Hardy's most important affirmation, that human 
life is best lived in close continuity with the natural envi-
ronment. 74 Here too we find Thomas noting Hardy's love of 
the old country roads and the village life of rural Dorset,75 
admiring the "sound rusticity" of Hardy's characters,76 and 
praising Hardy's efforts to quicken in his readers "the sense 
of past times and generations" which is so much a part of one's 
love for a region.?? Perhaps Thomas best expresses what he 
has to say about Eardy in In Pursuit of Spring. He says here 
that he admires Hardy particularly because Hardy could "handle" 
country life--woods, hills, moors, cliffs, trees, insects and 
animals, rustics and rustic ways of life--"with a combination 
of power and exactness beyond that of any poet who could be 
compared with him."?8 One may probably come to the conclusion, 
and fairly safely too, that Thomas admired Hardy because he found 
in Hardy's pages the same attitude toward nature that he found 
in the pages of Jefferies• books, namely, that the "earth is 
something more than a human estate." 
This explicit statement in the prose of Thomas and his 
comments on the works of Jefferies and of Hardy are echoed in 
a number of Thomas's poems. The idea of our alienation in 
74 
75 
Pp. 144-154. 
Ibid., p. 146. 
?6 Ibid., p. 14?. 
77 
?8 
Ibid., p. 153. 
p. 198. 
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nature and of the wisdom of the creatures occurs in "Out in 
the Dark": 
Out in the dark over the snow 
The fallow fawns invisible go 
With the fallow doe; 
And the winds blow 
Fast as the stars are slow. 
Stealthily the dark haunts round •••• 
And star and I and wind and deer, 
Are in the dark together,--near, 
Yet far,--and fear 
Drums on my ear 
In that sage company drear.79 
The poem conveys Thomas's awareness of nature's "apartness 
from human life,n80 and his awareness not only of man's alien-
ation in a foreign empire but also of the fact that man as 
outsider knows less than "that sage company" of the mystery 
of life and of the death which is suggested in the word "dark." 
One finds Thomas expressing the disturbing revelation that 
somehow "star" and "wind" and "deer" are closer to the secret 
of things than is the man in the scene. This thought, only 
L~plied here, is expressed explicitly in other poems. It 
appears centrally in a little poem called "Thaw": 
Over the land freckled with snow half-thawed 
The speculating rooks at their nests cawed 
And saw from elm-tops, delicate as flower of grass, 
What we below could not see, Winter uass.81 
The theme here is the partial view of men as contrasted with 
79 
80 
81 
Collected Poems, p. 190. 
Coombes, ££• cit., p. 73. 
Collected Poems, p. 31. 
209 
the wisdom of the crows. The wisdom of the creatures which 
surpasses the wisdom of men is only in this case the ability 
of the crows to predict the passing of winter and the coming 
of spring. The epithet "speculating" is well chosen: the 
crows are the professional gamblers who bet wisely, because 
they can better calculate the risks than can men; they have 
better understanding of the ways of nature. So do "Sedge-
Warblers," 
Wisely reiterating endlessly 
What no man learnt yet, in or out of school,82 
and so do thrushes, 
So they could kee:9 off silence 
And night, they cared not what they sang or screamed; 
Whether 'twas hoarse or sweet or fierce or soft; 
And to me all was sweet: they could do no wrong. 
Something they knew--! also, while they sang 
And after.83 
Aspens, too, remind Thomas that "earth is something more than 
a human estate," that their voices are fully as much a uart of 
the earthly stage as are the voices of man's activities: 
All day and night, save winter, every weather, 
Above the inn, the smithy, and the shop, 
The aspens at the cross-roads talk together 
Of rain, until their last leaves fall from the top. 
Out of the blacksmith's cavern comes the ringing 
Of hammer, shoe, and anvil; out of the inn 
The clink, the hum, the roar, the random singing--
The sounds that for these fifty years have been. 
The whisper of the aspens is not drowned, 
And over lightless pane and footless road, 
Empty as sky, with every other sound 
Not ceasing, call their ghosts from their abode, 
82 Ibid., p. 113 83 Ibid., :9· 124. 
A silent smithy, a silent inn, nor fails 
In the bare moonlight or the thick-furred gloom, 
In tempest or the night of nightingales, 
To turn the cross-roads to a ghostly room. 
And it would be the same were no house near. 
Over all sorts of weather, men, and times, 
Aspens must shake their leaves and men may hear 
But need not listen, more than to my rhymes.84 
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In reading Thomas's poems on this theme we gain the clear 
impression that he was aware that the world is not merely man's 
and that the forces which rule it seem blind and unconscious 
to man only because he does not understand what creatures living 
a more instinctive life do understand. For this reason Thomas 
reveals in his poetry, as we have seen, a close kinship with 
some of the hQ~ble creatures of the woods and fields, with the 
badger whose defiance of the hounds endears both it and its 
isolated combe to Thomas,85 and with the crow and sedge-war-
blers who know earth secrets that most civilized men do not 
know. Despite its indifference to man, then, Thomas found in 
nature something "to rest upon." In his loneliness he reached 
out toflora and fauna of the landscape, and the underlying 
shapes of the landscape itself, which regard civilized men 
with indifference. For the same reasons, Thomas felt a certain 
kinship with all those human beings who spurn and are spurned 
by society--with the carters, huxters, old soldiers, gypsies, 
and their kind. He was drawn to them because they live lives 
closer to the soil than other men do and because they too 
84 
85 
Ibid., p. 157. 
See alsop. 112; ibid., p. 35. 
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are spurned by society as he thought he was. Unfortunately 
Thomas's characteristic reserve of manner, his diffidence, 
his unwillingness actually to mix with people inhibits his 
knowledge of the ways of even t re vagrant creatures of the 
road. In the life of the huxter he saw only an apparent free-
dom from social proprieties and a careless joy: 
He has a hump 1 ike an ape on his back; 
He has of money a plentiful lack; 
And but for a gay coat of double his girth 
There is not a plainer thing on the earth 
This fine May morning. 
But the huxter has a bottle of beer; 
He drives a cart and his wife sits near 
Who does not heed his lack or his lump; 
And they laugh as down the land they bu._mp 
This fine May morning.86 
In the life of the vagrant charcoal burners which he presents 
in "The Penny Nhistle" he finds qualities of a way of life that 
he finds desirable but beyond his own reach: 
The new moon hangs 1 ike an ivory bugle 
In the naked frosty blue; 
And the ghylls of the forest, already blackened 
By Winter, are blackened anew. 
The brooks that cut up and increase the forest, 
As if they had never known 
The sun, are roaring with black hollow voices 
Betwixt rage and a moan. 
But still the caravan-hut by the hollies 
Like a kingfisre r gleams between: 
Round tre messed old hearths of the charcoal-burners 
First primroses ask to be seen. 
The charcoal-burners are black, but their 1 inen 
Blows white on the line; 
86 Ibid., p. 51. 
And white the letter the girl is reading 
Under that crescent fine; 
And her brother who hides apart in a thicket, 
Slowly and surely playing 
On a whistle an old nursery melody 
Says far more than I am saying.B? 
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Here we may note a dominant contrast, a vivid struggle between 
the forces of the black forest and the black hearths of the 
charcoal-burners and the forces of light. Despite the black 
of the forest and the charcoal-burners themselves, the images 
of light--the new moon, the caravan-hut, the first nrimrose, 
the linen, and the letter--are not submerged or overcome by 
the black. Despite the "black hollow" roaring of the brooks, 
the penny whistle of the boy "hidden apart" plays on "surely." 
In this poem Thomas manages to convey the insights of a close 
observer of the tragedy of those who are too proud to give in 
to th9 realities of modern coal-burning England. In the lives 
of these gypsies Thomas finds a symbol of Droud isolation, 
independence, and the courage to persevere. The same contrast 
informs a poem called "The Gypsy," in which Thomas relates his 
visit to a country fair, of giving a pipeful of tobacco to a 
gypsy woman, and of hearing there the music of the gypsy 
woman's brother: 
And I paid nothing then, 
As I pay nothing now with the dipping of my pen 
For her brother's music when he dru.'UJlled the tambourine 
And stamped his feet, which made the workmen passing grin, 
While his mouth-organ changed to a rascally Bacchanal 
dance 
8? Ibid., p. 91. 
'Over the hills and far away. ' 
Outlast<~d all the fair, farmer, 
Cheap-jack, balloon-man, drover 
and steer, 
This and his glance 
and auctioneer, 
with croolred stick, 
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Pig, turkey, goose, and duck, Christmas coroses to be. 
Not even the kneeling ox had eyes like the Romany. 
That night he peonled for me the hollow wooded land, 
More dark and wild than stormiest heavens, that I 
Like a ghost 
Were like an 
In the Gypsy 
searched and scanned 
new-arrived. The gradations of the dark 
underworld of death, but for the spark 
boy's black eyes as he played and stamped 
his tune, 
'Over tr.e hills and far away,' and a crescent moon. 88 
Thomas's black drea'll that night, his dream of "an underworld 
of death," induced by the com:nercialism of the fair, by the 
sight of creatures doomed to be slaughtered for the Christmas-
season tables of tradesmen and sq_uires, is ~:!Unctured by the 
gleam of the spark "in the Gypsy boy's black eyes," whose 
buoyant life no black touch of commercialism can conquer. Even 
in these poems in which Thomas is writing about h\L'llan beings 
he is saying that "earth is something more than a hUIIlan estate." 
These lives--the lives of the huxters, tr.e charcoal-burners, 
and the gypsies of tbe country fairs--89 are best understood 
as being closely related by Thomas with the lives of other 
creatures living on tbe soil in tbe woods and fields of south-
ern England, the badgers, the sedge-warblers, the rooks, and 
even the aspens. These, hunted or spurned by civilized man, 
88 Ibid., pp. 179-180. 
89 And tbe carter; old Farmer Hayward of the Heath, who 
"loved most living things"; old man Lob; Jack Noman (see above 
PP·85-86l; and tl:'.e old soldier: ~·, pp. 41, 47, 54, 63, 
and 181 respectively. 
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living in close continuity with the natural environment, in-
stead of tbe tradesmen and squires, own the world of Thomas's 
poems. With these he felt a certain kinship; with these he 
could almost identify himself. Not the conversation of the 
men of Manchester or of London but the voices of the aspens 
and tbe nightingale and tbe songs of the gypsies filled 
Thomas's mind when he felt most peace of mind. 
Tho~as presents the idea that "earth is sorrething more 
than a human estate" in yat another, a second, and important 
way, not now by showing that man is only one of a large plu-
rality of otber existences but by showing how insignificant 
a creature he is, how transient, by comuarison with the more 
or less eternal or long-lived processes of, and 1Jresences in, 
nature, by comparison particularly with tre 1lresences in the 
inanimate world anil the recurring processes of nature and the 
natural life. Again let us take a brief excursion into Thorn-
as's prose to see his plainest prose version of this important 
idea. 
This is one of the master-motifs of Thomas's prose. In 
his book In Pursuit of Spring Tho'!Bs describes t be effect upon 
himself of crossing Salisbury Plain, in summer and in good 
weather a "genial" experience during which one is not overcorre 
by the enormity of the flat landscape. "But," says Thomas 
let the rain fall and tre wind whirl it, or let the sun 
shine too mightily, the Plain assumes the character by 
which it is best known, that of a sublime, inhospitable 
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wilderness. It makes us feel the age of the earth, the 
greatness of Time, Space, and Nature; the littleness of 
man even in an aeroplane; the fact that the earth does 
not belong to man, but man to the earth. 90 
One other suggestion Salisbury Plain makes to Thomas by means 
of the presence on it of a large nwnber of burial mounds: 
"the tumuli and ancient earthworks that abound bring to mind 
more forcibly than anywhere else the fact that ••• the dead are 
more numerous than the living.n91 As be says elsewhere of a 
view of the houses of the living spread out before him on a 
hillside, the land itself, at least by comparison with the 
houses, "does not l_)ass away or change; it becomes part of the 
deep night of many stars, while the houses tre msel ves are the 
unreal, hollow, transitory things, and even London a foreign 
city of ghosts.n92 Although, as Thomas uoints out, "for most 
men" such a thought "is accompanied by melancholy, n93 Thomas 
himself gains pleasure from experiencing the littleness of 
man alive on the earth. As he says in The Heart .2:£.. England, 
the sight of tall hedges, large ponds, wide meadows, and "vast 
cumulous clouds with round summits here and there discovering 
receding glooms of blue"--these sights of land, water, and 
sky offer to him "symbols of peace, security, and everlasting-
ness,n94 with which he takes a lll3lancholy sort of pleasure in 
90 P. 150. 93 In Pursuit of Spring, p. 150. 
91 Ibid., p. 148. 94 P. 67. 
92 .!.h§_ Last Sheaf, p. 88. 
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contrasting himself in his own transiency but from which he 
draws tranquillity of mind. Elsewhere when Thomas writes 
of the love of earth which George Meredith reveals in his 
poetry, one can sense that Thomas is also articulating some 
of his own deepest feelings when experiencing this kind of 
communion with the relatively permanent forms of nature: 
Love of earth meant more to him than is commonly meant 
by love of Nature. Men gained substance and stability 
by it; they became strong •••• Love of earth meant 
breadth, perspective, and proportion, and therefore 
humour •••• The poet's kinship with earth taught him to 
look at lesser passing things with a smile, yet without 
disdain •••• 95 
Turning again now to the poems, we will find that a 
number of them are devoted to this contrast between the rela-
tive permanence of nature and the transiency of man. The 
contrast appears clearly, for instance, in "Roads," where 
Thomas expresses his love for them much as he does in his 
prose work ~ Icknield Way: 
I love roads: 
The goddesses that dwell 
Far along in visible 
Are my favourite gods. 
Roads go on 
While we forget, and are 
Forgotten like a star 
That shoots and is gone. 
On this earth •tis sure 
We men have not nade 
Anything that doth fade 
so soon, so long endure: 
95 I£ Pursuit of Spring, P'l'. 61-62. 
The hill road wet with rain 
In the sun would not gleam 
Like a winding stream 
If we trod it not again. 
They are lonely 
While we sleep, lonelier 
For lack of the traveller 
Who is now a dream only. 
From dawn's twilight 
And all the clouds like sheep 
On tl:e mountains of sleeu 
They wind into the night. 
The next turn may reveal 
Heaven: uuon the crest 
The close pineclump, at rest 
And black, may Hell conceal. 
Often footsore, never 
Yet of the road I weary, 
Though long and steep and dreary, 
As it winds on forever •••• 
Now all roads lead to France 
And heavy is the treed 
Of t l:e living; but the dead 
Returning lightly dance: 
Whatever tbe road bring 
To me or take from me, 
They keep me company 
With t l:e ir pattering, 
Crowding the soli tude 
Of the loops over the downs, 
Hushing tl:e roar of towns 
.And their brief multitude.96 
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He loves roads for their uermanence, for what they reveal to 
him of the variety of nature's ways and moods, and for the 
light, pattering footsteps of tl:e vast multi tude of the dead 
who dance long, not briefly like the living multitude. The 
96 Collected Poems, pp. 163-164. 
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poem is anoth9r example of Thomas's characteristic view of 
man as ins ignificarrt, as 
Forgotten like a star 
That shoots and is gone, 
and of his characteristic repudiation of the ways of a society 
whose roar Thomes takes pleasure in imagining as being subdued 
by the pattering feet of the dead just as the activities of 
inn, smithy, and cha"()el are subdued by the grieving, whispering 
sounds of the leaves of the aspens that stand beside them. 97 
We find the same contrast between permanence and tran-
siency in the poem "Interval": 
Gone th9 wild day: 
A wilder night 
Coming makes way 
For brief twilight. 
Where the firm soaked road 
Mounts and is lost 
In th9 high beech-wood 
It shines almost. 
The beeches keep 
A stormy rest, 
Breathing deep 
Of wind from the west. 
The wood is black, 
With a misty steam. 
Above, the cloud pack 
Breaks for one gleam. 
But the woodman's cot 
By the ivied trees 
Awakens not 
To light or breeze. 
It smokes aloft 
Unwavering: 
97 See above p. 210; ibid,, p. 157. 
It hunches soft 
Under storm's wing. 
It has no care 
For gleam or gloom: 
It stays there 
While I shall roam, 
Die, and forget 
The hill of trees, 
The gleam, the wet, 
This roaring peace,98 
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The experience of nature here recorded provides Thomas with 
intimations of mortality. The wood will remain, for beeches 
are one of the most long-lived of English trees; the wood-
man's cot will remain, if not for as long as the beeches, 
nevertheless longer than the speaker; he, awake and sensitive 
in contrast to the cot, exueriences only a brief interval 
of ~the gleam~ and ~the wet~ and ~this roaring peace." The 
central contrast in this poem is the one we have been notic-
ing elsewhere in Thomas's prose and poetry between the long-
lived, stolid indifference of inanimate nature and of things 
and man's brief interval of consciousness. Of course the 
poem is ostensibly written in praise of the quality of a 
moment of comparative quiet between storms. But actually and 
fundamentally Thomas has succeeded not only in capturing the 
secret of one of nature's more sublime manifestations of sub-
dued power and grandeur but also in defining man's predicament 
in the scheme of things. The woodman's cot is pure thing, 
98 Ibid., p. 32, 
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inert, asleep, uncaring, totally indifferent to the "gleam" 
and the "gloom" of atmospheric changes. The word "But," the 
first word of t re fifth stanza, introduces the contrast be-
tween the state of this inert thing t re cot and the state of 
the beeches and the clouds. They, by contrast, are in motion; 
the beeches, furthermore, if one accepts the suggestion of the 
personification, are awake and alive, 
Breathing deep 
Of wind from the west. 
But Thomas manages to suggest that both cot and wood are of 
the same order of things. Both are different from man, for 
the cot 
hunches soft 
Under storm's wing, 
that is, the wood itself, which protects the cot from the 
storm. Hence the fundamental contrast in t re poem is between 
the abiding, long-lived existence of the dead and half-alive 
presences in the landscape and the transient but responsive 
nature of man. Thomas has succeeded here in defining both 
the tragic weakness and the glory of man. The man will die 
and forget; the cot, on the other hand, has nothing to forget. 
Only man possesses the responsiveness, the sensitivity, to 
enable him to experience the "roaring peace" in his life's 
interval between storm and storm. Yet, in all fairness to the 
poem and to Thomas's vision of the scheme of things, one must 
notice that the poem's concluding stanzas leave the reader 
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with tre impression not only of the uermanence but also the 
glory and mystery of the earth that forever remains to men's 
consciousness. The permanence of the earth is ruggested in 
the image of 
The hill of trees 
which will remain after the man has died and forgotten. Tre 
glory of tre earth is suggested in the line 
The gleam, the wet. 
And finally the mystery of tre earth and, one must insist, of 
man's life on earth, is suggested in the oxymoron of the last 
line of the poem, 
This roaring peace. 
If this constitutes a fair reading of the poem, Thomas has 
been able to present in brief compass a symbolic expression 
of man's predicament in the scheme of things in such a way as 
to suggest the triumph of earth and of mute insensate things 
without at the same time diminishing tre stature and imuortanc e 
of transient man. 
This same fundamental contrast between the relative per-
manence of nature and tre transiency of man, a contrast that 
makes vivid Thomas's thought that "earth issomething more than 
a human estate," is uresented with a touch of wry humor in 
"Under the Woods," which in a number of ways besides its theme 
is comparable with the poem just examined, "Interval": 
When these old woods were young 
The thrushes' ancestors 
As sweetly sung 
In the old years. 
There was no garden here, 
Apples nor mistletoe; 
No children dear 
Ran to and ~ro. 
New th3n was this thatched cot, 
But the keeper was old, 
And be ba. d not 
Much lead or gp ld. 
Most silent beech and yew: 
As m went round about 
The woods to view 
Sel dam he shot • 
But now that he is gp ne 
Out of most memories, 
Still lingers on, 
A stoat of his, 
But one, shrivelled and green, 
And with no seen t at all, 
And barely seen, 
On this shed wall. 99 
We may note in this poem, too, the idea that by comuarison 
with the relative permanence of things in nature man seems 
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only a transient creature. But the contrast is not quite so 
clearly and sharply outlined as it is in "Interval." The 
poem contains a number of interesting contrasts between new 
life and old: the thrushes, t m garden, the children, t be 
cot, tm keeper, and the stoat, "shrivelled and green," con-
stitute the flux of life "under the woods." The woods, by 
comparison with these, seem stable and permanent. The central 
contrast of this noem, however, is the one between the keeper 
and the stoat. The humor of the poem, mreover, issues from 
this contrast. The joke, of course, is at the expense of the 
99 Ibid., p. 114. 
keeper. Forewarning of it occurs in the third stanza: 
And he had not 
Much lead or gold. 
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The joke culminates in the comparison of the fate of the 
keeper and tre despised stoat, whose mummified remains con-
stitute ironically the keeper's only claim on men's memories. 
Furthermore, just to make sure that his main point in the noem 
is not lost on his reader, Thomas underscores it in the con-
eluding stanza with the image of the stoat. To be sure, the 
creature hangs "shrivelled and green," "with no scent at all," 
And barely seen. 
However, by comparison with the man who 
is gone 
Out of most memories, 
it remaim firmly there on the sred wall existing through the 
flux of life "under the woods." The immortality of the dead 
keeper, of the dead man, depends precariously upon the sur-
vival of the corpse of his dead victim, the dead animal tre 
stoat. This poem, similar to ths poem "Interval" in its 
imagery of woods, cot, and man, but very different in its tone 
and attitude toward man, actually points clearly, as does 
"Interval,'' in the direction of Thomas's master-motif, "earth 
is somethLTJ.g more than a human estate." 
The difference between the two judgments of man in these 
two poems is probably best eX1':llained by the fact that tre two 
men are different persons. The man in "Interval," who is des-
tined to 
roam, 
Die, and forget 
The hill of trees, 
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is tha speaker of tha poem, presumably Thomas himself; where-
as the man in "Under tbe Woods" is a gamekeeper, representative 
of the class of men whom Thomas disliked. One of Thomas's 
long-lasting childhood friendships was for an old ex-gamekeeper 
whom, in the absence of any real feeling for his own father, 
he called Dad.100 Dad was not the usual ex-gamekeeper, dwelling 
upon his memories of nreserving pheasants, rabbits, and other 
types of game by killing jays, weasels, stoats, and other crea-
tures which prey upon game. For by the time Thomas knew him, 
the ex-gamekeeper had turned into nothing less than the keeper's 
rival, the successful noacher. Dad's pride in his nrowess at 
this unlawful trade influenced Thomas to form his anti)athy for 
keepers; and Dad's love, his compassion for plants, insects, 
am other "short-lived happy seeming things" of the animal crea-
tion helped to shape Thomas's respect for all creatures, less 
for those pampered by the gentry before they are hunted and 
more for those who are the victims of the keeper. Thomas's 
feeling for keepers is revealed in the course of his comments 
on Jefferies' book _1M (}arne keeper at Home where he has so:ne 
gentle but firmly critical remarks to make about Jefferies' 
docile and complacent regard for keepers.l01 Hence, to return 
100 Helen Thomas, ~· cit., pp. 42-50; Eckert, QQ• £11., 
p. 13. 
101 "For the time being (Jefferies') attitude toward 
life is that of the gamekeeper. With characteristic docility, 
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to tha poem under consideration, Thomas's ironic joke in 
"Under tha Woods" is at the expense not of man in general 
but of man in his canacity as chief offender against the law 
of life implied in the statement that "earth is something 
more than a human estate." 
This indictment of man is made even more forcefully though 
perhaps less exnlicitly in one of Thomas's most characteristic 
poems, "The Gallows": 
There was a weasel lived in the sun 
With all his family, 
Till a keeper shot him with his gun 
And hung him up on a tree, 
Where he swings in t he wind and rain, 
In the sun and in tha snow, 
Without nleasure, without pain, 
On the dead oak tree bough. 
There was a crow who was no sleeper, 
But a thief and a murderer 
Till a very late hour; and this keeper 
Made him one of tha things tbat were, 
To hang and flap in rain and wind, 
In the sun and in the snow. 
There are no more sins to be sinned 
On the dead oak tree bough. 
Here was a magpie, too, 
Had a long tongue and a long tail; 
He could both talk and do--
But what did tbat avail? 
He, too, flaps in t !:a wind and rain 
Alongside weasel and crow, 
Without pleasure, without pain, 
On tre dead oak tree bough. 
And many other beasts 
And birds, skin, bone, and feather, 
Have been taken from their feasts 
having to write about the gamekeeper, he becomes one; and in 
his crude abuse of noachers and veneration of the hunt and the 
great house ••• he even overdoes his part." Richard Jefferies, 
p. 12?. Thomas's regard for poachers is revealed in "An Old 
Song," Collected Poems, p. 158. 
And hung up there together, 
To swing and have endless leisure 
In tha sun and in the sncw, 
Without pain, without pleasure, 
On the dead oak tree bough.102 
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This poem has been singled out for s9ecial and, unfortunately, 
misleading comment by Brooks and Warren: 
It is clear what the poet is talking about. He is writing 
a poem about mortality, the pathos of death which evens 
out all things. In the end the reference is, of course, 
to man himself, but man is never mentioned explicitly. He 
is, by implication, merely one of the 'other beasts' and 
is involved in the same natural nrocess and exnosed to the 
same cruelties. This amounts, then, to a kind of under-
statement by implication--the weasel, crow, and magpie 
lead us to man, and metaphorically are identified with him.l03 
To be sure, the poem can be said to be "about mortality." Not 
only are the weasel, the crow, and the magpie dead, along with 
many other beasts 
And b:!rds, 
but so, surprisingly, is the bough from which they beng. How-
ever, it seems equally clear that Thomas is not even implying 
that man, or the keeper here, is "merely one of the 'other 
beasts."' The noem is presumably not about man's death at all. 
Rather it is about the death of animals which man kills. In 
fact the noem is really not about death at all but about the 
destruction of life, man being the destroyer. One is presum-
ably permitted to come to this quite different conclusion about 
the theme of the poem f:!rst by having read the poem in the con-
text of Thomas's general attitude toward keepers and the crea-
102 
103 
Collected Poems, p. 82. 
Q.J2.. cit., p. 58. 
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tures mentioned in the poem, and second by attending care-
fully to what Thomas provides his reeder in t lJe poem itself. 
The first four lines provide him with the central conflict 
between the creature's desire for life and the keener's act 
that ends that life. The very first line, 
There was a weasel lived in tre sun, 
should be read in tre context of tre first lines of two other 
poems by Tho'Cias, "The sun used to shine while we two walked," 
and "There's nothing like the sun as the year dies," in which 
the J~Eaning of "sun" is quite clearly associated not only with 
life but also with the right to life and to hapnines s ,104 
Clearly, then, the protagonists of this poem are the creatures--
thieves, predators, and murderers though they may be--and tbe 
antagonist is ll!l.n the keeper. He could hardly be considered 
one of the 
many otre r beasts 
And birds 
that hang from "the dead oak tree bough." The other beats and 
birds would be tl:e squirrels, the ferrets, the snakes, the jays, 
tbe owls, and their kind. That man is not to be linked with 
these, even by implication, is of utmost importance to a proper 
understanding of Thomas's theme. There is a good deal of sorrow 
in the poem, and not for the death of man imnlied metaphorically 
but for the death of actual creatures. But this feeling is 
104 See above pp. 125, 197; Collected Poems, pp. 75, 87, 
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held carefully in check by Thomas's sure control; the keen 
perceut ion of the Dlight of creatures is balanced by the 
sense of humor. Masked though the feeling may be, however, 
the poem irradiates sympathy for lives of birds and beasts, 
and so th3 poem constitutes another statement by Thomas that 
"earth is something more than a human estate." 
The irony of "Under th3 Woods" and th3 very carefully 
controlled indignation of this poem are directed at a funda-
mental narrowness of vision in man, a provincialism, which 
prevents him from seeing himself fro!ll the perspective of the 
rest of creation or from the perspective of the long view, 
not of human history, but of natural history, sUb specie 
aeternitatis. This narrowness of vision, this provincialism, 
Thomas calls "the parochial ism of humanity," 105 a human weak-
ness which he finds expressed most nakedly in the oerson of 
the keeper but expressed also by Everyman. What Thomas is 
saying in these poems and in others which we have recently 
been examining is that Everyman refuses to understand his real 
position in his earth home. First, Everyman refuses to under-
stand that he is only one of a vast plurality of other creatures, 
each with its own rightful place in the sun, creatures which 
he should learn to resuect and even to love, which at least he 
should understand. One of Thomas's personae in the prose 
105 The South Country, p. 36. The phrase is quat ed in 
its c ontex't'"ii"bo ve , t). 203. 
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on this earth .•• learned tl:at it was a man's nart to love 
tl:a earth and its children ••.• Before, if not above, all 
birds and all creatures, he loved tl:a sun •••• There would 
be nlenty of time left in eternity for loving God.l06 
Were Everyman to understand, he might gain t l:a humility to 
recognize that before tl:a oower of nature's laws l:a stands per-
haps not even quite equal with other uresences in the creation: 
And star and I and wind and deer, 
Are in the dark together,--near, 
Yet far,--and fear 
Drums on my ear 
In that sage company drear.lO? 
Secondly, Everyman refuses to understand his own ultimate in-
significance, his finiteness, when measured against the long 
perspective of Time and tl:a wide perspective of Nature and of 
Space. Be refuses to understand his life in the way Words-
worth presents it in the Intimations Ode, as merely a few 
"noisy years," as merely 
moments in the being 
Of the eternal Sile nee ,108 
This is not to infer that Thomas (much less Wordsworth!) l!Erely 
makes a thing of man, that he unthinkingly depreciates man to 
the level of frost flower, fungus, lichen, and algae. The poem 
"Interval" and lines like these, 
I am one in crying, God save England, lest 
We lose what never slaves or cattle blessed. 
The ages made here that made us fro!'l the dust,l09 
106 The Last Sheaf, pp. 209, 213. 
107 Collected Poems, o. 190. 
108 Ll. 155-156. 
109 Collected Poems, n. 165. 
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are clear enough evidence that Thomas aupreciates man's role 
on earth and is willing to distinguish it from the roles of 
slavish men and beasts, but in both "Interval" and in the 
last of these lines he gives the understa~ding that the free-
dom he identifies with England, like England herself, has 
issued from the dust, from the matrix of earth, and has been 
fathered by the ages. In short, what Thol!IJ.s accuses Everyman 
of lacking is humility; and what he is saying that ~veryman 
needs is an ecological and geological conscience, that master-
light within, which would keep reminding him that "earth is 
something more than a human estate." 
The study of Thomas's relations with nature in this chap-
ter reveals, then, that his poetry contains tbr ee fairly dis-
tinct approaches to nature: the approach of the field-
naturalist, content to record his observations of the curious 
and delightful ways of natural life in the fields, hedgerows, 
and woods; the approach of the would-be mystic, who tries un-
successfully to impose upon nature what a human being of a 
religious cast of mind would like to find there; and the 
apl)roa ch of the reasoner, who knowing that nature is indiffer-
ent to man is yet able to find in nature something "to rest 
upon." Furthermore, to relate our findings in this chapter 
with those in Chapter III, in which we examined Thomas's 
isolation, we can see that his experience of nature is the t 
of an isolated man, alienated by urban society and urbanized 
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man, who finds in nature the expression of precisely his own 
feelings for man, his own indifference, his own des ire to 
find man finite and transient, and his own judg!llent of man 
as lacking in humility or as suffering from pride. AL'!lost 
totally without faith in human solidarity, Thomas was satis-
fied to find that "earth is something more tren a human 
estate." Feeling himself rejected by society, he compensated, 
or even nerhaps retaliated, by finding in nature the fbrms 
and nresences that he could love. For whatever his motives, 
and they were probably hidden from himself, the one factor 
common to all three of his apnroaches to nature is love. Love 
of nature, bred. in him early in life, remained constant in him 
to tre very end. It explains his curiosity, his patient 
"watchful eye," his desire for communion, and his willingness 
to subordinate himself as man to nature's imnassive ways. 
Chapter V 
Thomas's Achievement 
As an examination of Thomas's poetics in Chapter II 
and a survey of his ideas in Chapters III and IV should have 
revealed, Thomas is neither the brilliant poetic craftsman 
nor the thinker, sage, and intellectual. His poetry lacks 
the excitement which Hopkins in his final sonnet to Bridges 
mourns the loss of in his own late uoetry, rtthe roll, the 
rise, the carol, the creation,rt an exuberant and rapturous 
lyricism.l And it lacks the excitement that a bold, far-
ranging, and agile mind can give to poetic expression. 
However, to conclude a study of his poetry with separate 
accounts of his poetics and of his ideas would be to render 
the poetry of Thomas a disservice. For in his good uoems--
for instance, in rtThe Owl,rt in "Cock-Crow," in "Old Man," or 
in "Interval," to na..'!le only a few poems which we have already 
examined--2 Thomas achieves a perfect adaptation of style 
and content and only in this fine integration of form and 
matter can his particular poetic genius be located, under-
stood, and assessed fairly. He himself would have thought 
poorly of any student interested solely in the intricacies 
1 Poems of Gerard Manley Hopkins, edited by w. H. Gard-
ner, 3rd edition (Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 114. 
2 See above pp. 112-113, 116, 148-149, 218-219. 
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and fascinations of poetic style, just as he heaped scorn 
on the poets who he felt were preoccupied solely with tl::ese 
considerations. 3 And ideas as such play a subordinate role 
in his poetry. Thomas does not reveal his acceptance of the 
contemporary scientific account of the nature of the universe 
and of man's place in the scheme of things by expounding a 
systematic body of t be ory and knowledge; instead he simply 
assumes it and incorporates it in poems which re-enact his full 
response to nature. At least one of the two dominating motifs 
of his poetry, tl::e isolation, does not constitute an idea at 
all; instead, it constitutes a whole state of being, which in-
cludes ideas and much else besides. The second dominating 
motif, the preoccupation with nature, a preoccupation entirely 
consistent with Thomas's state of isolation from society and 
from the urban climate of opinion, represents what sometimes 
at least amounts to almost a denial of tl::e humanistic and 
rational point of view that places great faith in ideas. 
Therefore, a person attempting a fairly definitive appraisal 
of Thomas's poetry should take into consideration what Thomas 
tried to accomplish in his poetry and should judge him in 
terms of his intentions and of his success in fulfilling them. 
Furthermore, this judgment should not be undertalren until 
after an attempt has been mede to study the way Thomas manages 
to integrate the separable factors of style and of content in 
3 See above pp. 45, 69. 
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characteristic poems. We are now, moreover, in a better 
position than we were in earlier chapters of this dis serta-
tion to determine just wbat are characteristic poems by 
Thomas. 
In Chapter II we discovered that Thomas hoped to write 
a poetry characterized by simplicity, clarity, and intensity, 
and that he actually accomplished what he intended particular-
ly in poems in which he employs symbolism or a certain eom-
plexity of diction and tone to achieve the quiet intensity of 
feeling that seems so often to characterize his best mrk. 
In Chapter III we discovered that he seems to have been pre-
occupied with the theme of his isolation in the world and 
demonstrates his state of isolation even in his imagery and 
particularly in the dramatic situations of his poems, where 
we note that most often Thomas is alone and concentrating in-
tensely on the scene before him. In Chapter IV we noted that 
the scene before him is most often some detail or details of 
the landscape--birds' nests in a hedge, a leaf-bordered road 
through woods, a clump of aspens beside chapel and inn, the 
remains of akeeper's cottage under the woods, a hill of trees--
and that usually his final state of mind in his confront at ion 
with these is love am submission, quiet but in tensely felt, 
the emotional element in Thomas's conviction tlRt "earth is 
something more tban a humanestate." Furthermore, having 
~xamined closely a large proportion of Thomas's poems, we 
are now in a position to define their shape, their charac-
teristic pattern. Of the 141 poems in the Collected Poems, 
111 are best described as descriptive ~onologues. That is 
to say, these follow the pattern, to use Burrow's words, of 
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"an extended shifting monologue developing in terms of the 
scene from which it arose.n4 Only thirty poems are to be 
described in different terms. Of tl::ese thirty, there are 
fourteen which might well be classed as monologues, but they 
are almost purely expository rather than descriptive ones,5 
The remaining sixteen poems are made up of ten dialogue poems6 
and six songs.? Quite clearly then Thomas seems to have 
felt most comfortable, most confident of successfully ful-
filling his intentions, by writing the fairly brief descrip-
tive monologue type or poem. And it is not difficult to 
understand why this should be so. Thomas had very little 
talent for narrative and dramatic writing. ApproxL~ately 
4 ~· cit., p. 414. 
5 "Like the Touch of Rain," p. 33; "And You, Helen," 
p. 39; "After You Speak," p. 42; "When We Two Walked," p. 44; 
"Women He Liked," p. 47; "The Clouds That Are So Light," p. 60; 
"Some Eyes Condemn," p. 61; "Parting," p. 146; "Those Things 
That Poets Said," p. 155; "Home," p. 156; "No One Cares Less 
Than I," p. 162; "This Is No Case," p. 165; "No One So Much As 
You," p. 186; "P. H. T, ," p. 189. (The page references are, 
of course, to the Collected Poem.s.) 
6 "The Sign-Post," p. 22; "As the Team's Head-Brass," 
p. 29T "A Gentleman," p. 52; "Lob," p. 54; "May the Twenty-
third," p. 62; "Up in the Wind," p. 96; "The Cuckoo," p. 126; 
"Wind and Mist," p. 130; "The Chalk Pit," p. 166; "Man and 
Dog," p. 181 
7 "Will You Come?" p. 28; "Early One Morning," p. 48; 
"An Old Song" ("The sun set .... "), p. 89; "Song," p. 119; 
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three quarters of his prose is descriptive, almost au the 
remainder expository. All the figures in his one novel, ~ 
HappY-Q£-Luck;y Morgans, are only particular aspects of him-
self.8 All his dialogue poems, his conversation pieces, are 
dialogues of one, rambling, loosely organized, and descriptive. 
His one poem with a considerable narrative element in it, "The 
Other," constitutes somewhat of an exception, but it will be 
recalled that this poem too is predominantly descriptive.9 
Therefore, an examination of the content and style and StruotUPe 
of Thomas's poems permits one to offer the following descrip-
tion of what constitutes a characteristic 9oem by Thomas. It 
is most often a fairly short descriptive monologue. Its style 
is best characterized as combining si.'llplicity of diction, 
clarity of vision, and a quiet intensity of feeling, this 
latter quality achieved most often by a certain complexity of 
diction and tone or by a use of symbolism. Its content is 
usually concerned with Thomas •s attempt to express the state 
of being of a man isolated from society who has found "some-
thing to rest upon" in nature. Its tone--the overall intellec-
tual and emotional effect of the poem--can be understood only 
when one discovers the remarkable ability that Thomas possessed 
for marrying his poetic matter to his poetic manner. The quiet 
"She Dotes," p. 120; "An Old Song" ("I was not apprenticed ••• ·"), 
p. 159. 
8 See above pp. 158-159. 
9 See above pp. 144-147. 
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humility or his feelings for nature and the attempt he made 
to think realistically within the limits of scientific mate-
rialism are beautifully compatible with the quiet lyr ioal 
realism of his descriptive poetic manner.lO 
However, it is time to consider t l::e justice of these 
claims about Thomas 1 s poetry by examining a few poems by Thom-
as in the light of their tone. This examination should enable 
us to distinguish his poetic successes from his poetic failures 
and provide a basis for assessing Thomas's poetic achievement. 
The poems to be examined will be of· t l::e short monologue type, 
characterized by acombination of description and e:Jqlosition, 
since this is the most common pattern in Thomas's poetry. 
The first poem to be examined is a well-known and much 
admired one, "Lights Out." For Walter de la Mare it is "one 
of tl::e loveliest and most perfect in form of all his ])Oems.n 11 
For Coombes the poem is a notable one, particularly on tl::e 
score of its "quietness of ••• tone-- [Thomas] is not falling 
upon the thorns of life and bleeding--and tre control of t h3 
movement, together with the exactness of statement. 11 12 For 
10 Read Bonnerot on this important point: "Le lyrisme 
d'Edward Thomas est d'une espece particuliere; au lieu de 
deborder, d'indnder les poemes, il y reate canalise et sert, 
judicieusement utilise, 4 irriguer, a fertiliser le realisme." 
(Op. cit., p. 310). 
11 "Foreword" to Collected Poems ~Edward Thomas, p. 8. 
12 ~· cit., p. 213. 
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Herbert Palmer it represents Thomas's best; it has what much 
of Thomas's verse lacks, "great beauty and perfection or form,ttl3 
I have come to t m borders of sleep, 
The unfathomable deep 
Forest where all must lose 
Their way, however straight, 
Or winding, soon or late; 
They cannot choose. 
Many a road and track 
That, since the dawn's first crack, 
Up to the far est brink, 
Deceived the travellers, 
Suddenly now blurs, 
And in they sink. 
Here love ends, 
Despair, ambition ends; 
All pleasure and all trouble, 
Although most sweet or bitter, 
Here ends in sleep that is sweeter 
Than tasks most noble. 
There is not any book 
Or face of dearest look 
That I would not turn from now 
To go into the unknown 
I must enter, and leave, alone, 
I know not how. 
The tall forest towers; 
Its cloudy foliage lowers 
Ahead, smlf above shelf; 
Its silence I hear and obey 
That I may lose my way 
And myself ,14 
We have already noted the theme of the poem,l5 a wish for 
death, for complete annihilation of self, for an end to love, 
despair, ambition, "all pleasure and all trouble." Thomas 
13 22· cit., p. 211. 
14 
15 
Collected Poems, p. 92. 
See above pp. 153-154. 
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indulges in this wish fairly often in his poetry but rarely 
as explicitly as he does here. In this respect t:te poem is 
not characteristic of Thomas's work as a whole. Nor, how-
ever, is his treatment of the theme. The dominant image of 
the forest underlies the thought of the whole poem. But 
Thomas's thinking does not rise out of a careful description 
of the forest; rather, the forest is used as a stock symbol. 
His presentation of it here lacks his usual care for the 
details of an actual scene. Nor is the poem in it a diction 
characteristic of t be best work of Thomas. Here he attempts 
to create an intensity of feeling without resort to his usual 
homely, simple, concrete diction. The language here is general 
and abstract, particularly in lines which describe the forest 
itself, in lines like 
or in 
The unfathomable deep 
Forest, 
The tall forest towers; 
Its cloudy foliage 1 ewers 
Ahead, s be lf above shelf, 
or in lines which describe its approaches, 
Many a road and track •••. 
Suddenly now blurs, 
or, finally, in lines which define the hoped for reward after 
the forest is reached, 
Here ends in sleep that is sweeter 
Than tasks most noble. 
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Such lines as t be se last two remind us, as a matter of fact, 
of Swinburne, of the very man who, Thomas complained, am-
played words as vehicles of incantation rather than as vehi-
cles of meaning. 16 There is, of course, at least some 
justification for the relatively abstract language which 
Thomas employs here. The experience of drifting off to sleep, 
of' approaching the "unfathomable" and the "unknown," perhaps 
requires the use of' words whose meanings are blurred; such 
words are perhaps only appropriate. But in treating this thane 
Thomas relies on language, rhythms, and feelings derived from 
the past, from a tradition in poetry which in his own charac-
teristic poetry he repudiates. By virtue of the fact that 
Thomas's poetics here are derivative, such critics as de la 
Mare and Palmer find in this poem qualities to praise. One 
might suspect that it is precisely because the poem sounds 
traditionally lovely that Palmer, for instance, finds in it 
what much of' Thomas's verse in his view lacks, "great beauty 
and perfection of form." Reading this poem in the light of' 
the poetry of' the Post-Victorian period, PaL'lle r finds what he 
expects to find and rejoices over his discovery, complaining 
elsewhere in his treatment of' Thomas's poetry that although 
"it never descends into monotony," it "lacks strong compulsion" 
and "incision and concision" and merits the "censure" of' Sir 
16 See above p. 45. 
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Edward Marsh that it represents "'gravy imitating lava.•nl7 
The fundamental weakness of t be :r;>oam, then, may be defined 
as a certain derivativeness of poetics and theme, recalling 
the Swinburnian note sounded, for example, in "The Garden of 
Proserpine." Although one can relate this poem to the charac-
teristic manner of Thomas--the melancholy, tre isolation, the 
desire to "lose" his way and himself, to escape the stresses 
and strains of the human predicament, the fixation on trees 
and forests, the loosening of rhythml8 are all characteristic--
one is still left with the strong impression that here Thomas 
does not reveal his characteristic tone. The poem lacks a 
certain accuracy of eye, an essential simplicity and directness 
of reportage, traits often astonishingly juxtaposed in his best 
poetry with a subtlety and complexity of manner which this poe:n 
does not reveal. 
In another poem, "For These," Thomas reveals the seme 
kind of weariness suggestive of the mood of the .f.!..!!~ si.Scle, 
only in this poem it does not take the form of an outright 
death wish. Instead, Thomas petitions fate to provide him 
with a refuge from t:IB Vltlrld: 
17 ~· cit., p. 112; for the context of Marsh's censure, 
see above p. r.-
18 Note, for instance, the trimeter first lines of each 
stanza of the poem; particularly compere the effect of 
I have come to the borders of sleep 
with that of 
Here love ends. 
An acre of land between t:te shore and too hills, 
Upon a ledge that" shows my kingdoms three, 
The lovely visible earth and sky end sea 
Where what the curlew needs not, too farmer tills: 
A house that shall love me as I love it, 
Well-hedged, and honoured by a few ash trees 
Thet linnets, greenfinches, and goldfinches 
Shall often visit end make love in and flit: 
A garden I need never go beyond, 
Broken but neat, whose sunflowers every one 
Are fit to be the sign of the Rising Sun: 
A spring, a brook's bend, or at least a pond: 
For these I ask not, but, neither too late 
Nor yet too early, for what men call content, 
And also that something may be sent 
To be contented with, I ask of Fate.l9 
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Here one catches Thomas at one of his weakest moments. Al-
though in the last stanza he disclaims that he is asking for 
"an acre of land," "a house that shall love me," and 
A garden I need never go beyond, 
toose, the poem makes clear by dwelling upon them, are mat 
would provide too "content" that he asks for and the "sene-
thing" with which he would find contentment. Had Thomas 
written often in this manner one wculd be forced to find him 
a typical Georgian poet. We have noted this strain l)articu-
larly in the "farmscape" poems like "Haymaking" and "The Menor 
Farm"20 end in his attempts at mystical communion with nature 
in such poems as "The Ash Grove."21 But the naivete, the sen-
19 
20 
21 
Collected Poems, p. 121. 
See above pp. 185-191. 
see above pp. 180-183. 
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timentality lodged in tte request for 
A garden I need never go beyond, 
a request that represents a denial of life, nostalgia, and 
even regression, is tere more demonstrably evident than any-
where else in t te poetry of Thomas, although in many of his 
poems the feeling is implied as a subordinate element of the 
motif at isolation. 
Poems like "Lights Out" and "For These" illustrate Thom-
as's occasional failures of tone. These poems, fortunately, 
are not characteristic of Thomas at his best or even at his 
not quite best. An examination of just two more poems will 
provide the means to distinguish the difference. 
The first of these, "The Long Small Room," takes us im-
mediately from the realm of wishful thought and feeling and 
a derivative style that we have been experiencing in "Lights 
Out" and in "For These" into tte realm of the actual human 
predican:ent and the language of lite. Yet "The Long Small 
Room" resembles "For These" in that it treats a similar sub-
ject, the attachment for place, a subject which, as we have 
seen, is a fairly common motif in Thomas's poetry.22 
The long small room that showed willows in the west 
Narrowed up to the end the fireplace filled, 
Although not wide. I liked it. No one guessed 
What need or accident made them so build. 
22 See above pp. 191-195. 
Only the moon, the mouse and the sparrow peeped 
In from the ivy round the casement thick. 
Of all they saw and heard there they shall keep 
The tale for the old ivy and older brick. 
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When I look baok I am like moon, sparrow, and mouse 
That witnessed what they could never understand 
Or alter or prevent in the dark house. 
One thing remains the same--this my right hand 
Crawling orab-like over the olean white Dage, 
Resting awhile eaoh morning on the pillow, 
Then onoe more starting to crawl on towards ageA 
The hundred last leaves stream upon the willow.~3 
That this poem reflects the actualities of Thomas's life and 
of his own predicament is not to be doubted, Behind this 
poem stands the record of Thomas's enslavement to years of 
haok writing, an enslavement which he 
could never understand 
Or alter or prevent. 
The room itself, which Thomas carefully describes as being 
long, yet small, narrowing "up to the end" so that here it 
was no wider than a fireplace, becomes a symbol of the shape of 
Thomas's life, cramped, restricted, and wearisomely long. Al-
though he lives and works in a different place now, "one thing 
remains the same," his fate remains the same. He writes all 
day and all evening, rests after midnight, and sees his future 
here as he sees it in "Old Man," in terms there of "an avenue, 
dark, nameless, without end," in terms here of the last one 
hundred leaves of the willow, eaoh a olean white page, over 
which his hand will crawl "crab-like" until the end of his 
23 Collected Poems, p. 77. 
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life, covering each with t:te oblique record of the grief that 
is defined by the willow. But there is no trace of sentimen-
tality, of mere self-pity, here: the language, dense with 
associations and meanings, serves a complex purpose that keeps 
the expression on t:te level of thought and imagination rather 
than on the level of mere feeling. And the language is Thom-
as's: it serves to convey without a trace of poetical die tion 
a clear, precise visual exoerience of just the details--the 
shape of the room, tbe thick casement, tbe "old ivy am older 
brick," the "moon, sparrow, and mouse," whichwitnessed, like 
Thome.s, without understanding, and the hand, pillow, page, and 
willow leaves--just the details thet Thomas needs to re-enact 
in symbolic expression his experience of feeling trapped by 
circumstances. The feeling here, however, is not this simple. 
One statement in stanza one receives, by its brevity, great 
emphasis: "I liked it." Now when he "looks back," having 
moved from t:te "dark house" and having lost t:te "long small 
room" where he used to work, he discovers that he "liked it," 
particularly because it expressed his own predicament. It ex-
pressed it by its shape and by the view its window showed him 
of t:te future he is now experiencing, a future of "willows in 
t:te west." In this poem we hear Thomas's characteristic tone, 
quiet, colloquial, am relaxed--in the first stanza the manner 
is even a little awkward, especially in movement and syntax--
becoming gradually more intense as the poem proceeds to its 
conclusion, until in the last stanza, while maintaining his 
own manner, Thomas succeeds in climaxing his poem with 
language that may inconspicuously suggest Shakespearian 
language. Thomas's lines that describe his 
right hand 
Crawling crab-like ••• 
Resting ••• 
Then once more starting to crawl on towards ege 
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may possibly remind one of Shakespeare's lines in Sonnet LX: 
Nativity, once in the main of light, 
Crawls to maturity, wherewith being crowned, 
Crooked eclipses 'gainst his glory fight • 24 
Unlike "Lights Out" and "For These" this poem, then, reveals 
the isolation of Thomas without the nostalgic tone of adoles-
cent wishful thinking that spoils a few of his weaker poems. 
Although the poem may reveal something of Thomas's weakness 
of will, a certain lack of vitality,25 it does not reveal a 
weak mind at work in this poem. Instead the poem shows that 
Thomas was always at his best able to confront what he thought 
were the realities of life as they are revealed in hU!JJ3.n ex-
perience, and with a mental confrontation. Implied in this 
poem is an acceptance of the order of nat tn'e, an acceptance 
24 Thomas echoes Hardy's "In Time of 'The Breaking of 
Nations'" at the end of his "As The Team's Head-Brass" (Col-
lected Poems, p. 30) for similar reasons, to provide emphaSis, 
an intensification of feeling. 
25 This is the burden of tl::e latest book on Thomas, by 
Eleanor Farjeon, entitled Edward Thomas: The Last Four Years, 
subtitled "Book One of tl::e Mamoirs of Eleaii'Or Farjeon" (Oxford, 
1958). 
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of determinism, and of all that it implies about the limitations 
of man. 
Anotber and final poem, "When First," will serve equally 
well if not better to reveal Thomas's characteristic tone am 
manner. In a number of ways the poem is similar to "Tbe Long 
Small Room": we note a similar restraint in Thomas •s manner 
and a similar theme, Thomas's attachment to place. 
When first I came here I had hope, 
Hope for I knew not what. Fast beat 
My heart at sight of the tall slope 
Of grass and yews, as if my feet 
Only by scaling its steps of chalk 
Would see something no other hill 
Ever disclosed. And now I walk 
Down it the last time. Never will 
My heart beat so again at sight 
Of any hill although as fair 
And loftier. For infinite 
The change, late unperceived, this year, 
The twelfth, suddenly, shows me plain. 
Hope now,--not health, nor cheerfulness, 
Since they can come and go again, 
As often one brief hour witnesses,--
Just ho-oe has gone for ever. Perhaps 
I may love other hills yet more 
Than this: the future and the maps 
Hide some thing I was waiting for. 
One thing I know, that love with chance 
And use and time and necessity 
Will grow, and louder the heart's dance 
At parting than at meeting be.26 
We have discovered already27 that the poem conveys Thomas's 
26 Collected Poems, p. 40. 
27 See above pp. 192-193. 
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belief' that love of' place means more to him than the satis-
faction of' any otter hope, that real happiness issues from 
love founded on eXl)erience and from life lived within the 
limitations of the actual and the real.28 Tl:e poem says 
that long acquaintance endears a place to us. In his twelve 
years here Thomas has, to be sure, lost hope of seeing 
a omet hing no othe r hill 
Ever disclosed, 
but he knows now that love baaed on first sight, on mere 
anticipation of illusory hopes, is much leas intense than 
love founded on experience molded by 
chance 
And use and time and necessity. 
What is of particular interest and importance in this poem, 
however, is not so much merely its tl:eme but the manner in 
which the theme finds expression. What is of utmost importance 
is the tone of the poem. Tbe key to the poem is its restraint, 
a note achieved by understatement and irony. 
Fast beat 
My heart at sight of the tall slope 
Of grass and yews, 
Thomas says, because he had hoped twelve years ago that it 
28 The moral, incidentally, of Hardy' a Madding Crowd, 
~ Return, ~ Woodlanders, and ~. according to J"ohn 
Holloway, who finds that these and others of Hardy's novels 
show that "people are to be admired as they have continuity 
with nature ••. and those whom he stresses as on a false track 
in life are those who have lost it, and pursue some private 
self-generated dream instead" (The Victorian sage: studies in 
Argument (London: Macmillan, 1953), p. 283). 
would reveal to him 
something no other hill 
Ever disclosed. 
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Now the twelve years have gone, and of late he has come to 
perceive an ~infinite ••• change~ in himself. But instead of 
giving in to the utter dejection which one might expect of 
him, considering what it is that he has lost, not something 
merely transient, that goes and comes back again, 
As often one brief hour witnesses, 
but hope itself, a more permanent possession, the lack of 
which would cause despair--instead of giving in to despair, 
Thomas says, "Just hope has gone for ever.~ This understate-
ment is not merely an empty gesture, a reverse form of 
bravado and boasting. It plays an integral part in the poem, 
along with the irony. "Perhaps," says Thomas, 
I may love other hills yet more 
Than this: the future and the maps 
Hide something I was waiting for. 
Having just renounced hope, he seems in these lines to be in-
dulging once again in wishful thinking. But he uses the past 
tense, "I~ waiting for," to indicate that pursuits of il-
lusions are now forever a matter of the past. The word ~Per­
haps" that prefaces these words prepares the way for the claim 
made in the last, climactic stanza: 
One thing I know, that love with chance 
And use and time and necessity 
Will grow, and louder the heart's dance 
At parting than at meeting be. 
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The claim made in these lines is prefaced with words that by 
their manner understate the magnitude of the discovery, "One 
thing I know." This is the language of ordinary conversation, 
yet the spondaio rhythm of the four words, each of which re-
ceives an equal stress, reveals the earnest conviction with 
which the man speaks his mind. The words, then, reveal little 
besides feeling, thus serving to warn the reader that the 
solution to the problem is coming and to delay its arrival. 
Having read the poem carefully, we are now in a position to 
note how skilfully Thomas has designed his poem. In the first 
stanza we read that Thomas's heart "fast beat" at his first 
sight of the hill; in the last stanza we read that now in 
descending the hill for the last time the heart's "fast beat" 
has become the "heart's danae." What has occasioned this 
acceleration of excitement must, then, be Thomas's loss of 
hope. Therefore, the understatement, "Just hope has gone for 
ever," finds complete justification in the context of the 
poem. Furthermore, we are now in a position to understand how 
Thomas has used irony as a means of giving intensity to his 
claims in the poem without overwhelming the poem with feeling. 
The poem makes clear that Thomas's hope of seeing 
something no other hill 
Ever disclosed, 
some form of utonian happiness, has vanished, "has gone for 
ever." This hill has, to be sure, not revealed what lies 
behind the veil. No hill ever will, he implies later in the 
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poem. However, the hill has actually revealed to him what 
he introduces with the words "One thing I know"; it has 
actually disclosed something to him that 
no other hill 
Ever disclosed. 
It has succeeded in substituting for hope the fact of love, 
tangible, palpable, concrete, a true "thing" in place of a 
will-o'-the-wisp that could never inhabit the concrete, the 
local, and the real. 
A careful reading of this poem, then, reveals that it is 
not the presence or the lack of presence of ideas in Thomas's 
poems that entitles one to pronounce judgment on Thomas; in-
stead, it is only after an assessment of his tone that the 
student of his verse has any real appreciation of Thomas's 
poetic achievement. The ideas are so much a part of Thomas's 
characteristic style, and the style so integral to the matter 
of his poems, that Thomas must first of all be assessed as 
poet and only afterwards as thinker or craftsman. His charac-
teristic poetry reveals a remarkable interdependence of 
thought and style. His unwillingness at most times to indulge 
in extravagant claims of the mind or of the heart is to be 
seen as an expression of his style as well as of the subject 
of many of his poems. His intense love of the local, the tan-
gible, and the real in earthly experience is expressed as well 
by the lyrical realism of his manner as by any outright asser-
tions he makes in his poems. This fusion of content and form 
in the best work of Thomas is one of Thomas's noteworthy 
achievements as a poet. 
Another of his achievements is that he succeeded, as 
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we have seen, in expressing in his poetry most of the elements 
of the creative revolution in poetry which occurred in his 
time. He helped to bring back to poetry, along with Yeats 
and Pound and Frost, among others, a new note of naturalness. 
This meant an extension of the subject matter of poetry to 
include types of experience foreign to the poetry of the late 
nineteenth century. It meant a free diction and a new free-
dom with measures. It meant a giving expression to the trou-
bled states of mind of man living in a world where he witnessed 
the collapse of inherited ways of belief. This note of spirit-
ual isolation and alienation had been sounded already in the 
nineteenth century in England and particularly by the French 
Symbolists, but it was to be the characteristic note of much 
English poetry of the first half of the twentieth century as 
well. Thomas gave expression to all these symptoms of the new 
poetry. He participated in the revolution to return poetry 
to life. However, his work also reveals that he helped to 
bring to poetry some of the complexity of utterance that we 
find to be so much a part of characteristic twentieth century 
poetry. The fusion of symbolism and realism in his verse 
reminds us a great deal of the twentieth century manner, as 
does his restrained use of irony, understatement, and paradox. 
This element of complexity in the poetic revolution of the 
early twentieth century does not find, of course, as full 
expression in the poetry of Thomas as it does in the poetry 
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of Yeats or Eliot or Auden, but it actually makes itself felt 
in all the characteristic verse of Thomas. If it is not pres-
ent in "Lights out" or in""For These," neither is tbe new 
element of naturalness, because these poems are derivative in 
matter and manner. The note of complexity is nresent in a 
major proportion of Thomas's poetry, a poetry represented by 
such pieces as "The Long Small Room" and "When First." 
Thomas's achievement can be defined in yet another way. 
If his poetry reveals a remarkable interdependence of matter 
and manner, a characteristic of all fine poetic art, and if 
it reveals that he participated in the creative poetic revo-
lution of his generation, it reveals also a third very impor-
tant achievement, one which can best be defined in the light 
of such poems as the last two we have examined in this chapter 
and in the light of our findings in Chapter IV: they reveal 
that Thomas, unlike some of the major poets of his generation 
and of the succeeding generation, attempted to come to terms 
with the findings of nineteenth-century biology and geology. 
Like Yeats and Eliot, isolated from and alienated by much in 
the modern scene, and unlike them in his acceptance of the 
harsh findings of modern science, he is in some ways closer 
in his relation to the twentieth-century tamper than either 
of them. As Edmund Wilson has pointed out, one important 
aspect of what we call the modern mind is the recognition that 
"the ascendancy of scientific ideas has made man conscious 
of his kinship with other animals and of his subjection to 
biological and physical laws rather than of his relation 
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to the gods, 11 29 It would be sheer folly to attempt to estab-
lish the notion that Thomas was well-read in the literature 
of modern science. His knowledge of these scientific devel-
opments came to him, without doubt, as they come to most of 
us who are not professional scientists, at second hand. We 
know that he studied Jefferies and Hardy who had studied Lyell 
and Chambers and Darwin,30 that he thought he knew enough to 
criticize Hardy's '!superstitious" interpretation of evolution. 31 
We know from a study of his poems and of the prose works which 
touch on the same matter that he was concerned with finding 
something for twentieth-century man "to rest upon" which would 
satisfy both the claims of the heart and the claims of the 
mind. Unlike Yeats and Eliot, he accepted the premise that 
science speaks to man about the nature of ultimate reality and 
by so doing did not "cut himself off," as Edmund Wilson says 
Yeats did, from a great deal of "the general enlightened 
thought of his time,n32 His relation to the thought of the 
modern world should be, then, in some ways at least as secure 
as is Yeats's or Eliot's, but it is to be defined in terms 
quite different from theirs. His vision of the scheme of 
29 ~· cit., p. 39. 
30 Harvey Curtis Webster, ~ ~ Darkling Plain: 
and Thought of Thomas Hardy (Chicago: University of 
Press, 1947), pp. 27-33. 
31 See above pp. 205-206, 32 ~· ~ •• p. 47 
The Art 
Chicago 
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things, fostered by his isolation and his love of nature, in-
cluded an acceptance of man's "subjection to biological and 
physical laws" and can best be summed up, therefore, by his 
statement that "earth is something more than a human est at e." 
Unlike Yeats's or Eliot's, his vision of the scheme of things 
would be in keeping with those of biologists and geologists 
as scientists, for it relies neither on a mytho-poetic recre-
ation of history, on a "personal myth-making,"33 nor on an 
"eclectic myth-using"34 based on an Anglo-Catholic version 
of Christian supernaturalism. 
These elements of Thomas's achievement in verse--his 
skill in writing true poems, re-enactments of felt experience 
in pleasing and harmonious forms; his participation in the 
creative revolution in poetry during the first two decades of 
the twentieth century; and his vision of man's position in his 
earth home--constitute the claim that Thomas is a significant 
figure in the history of twentieth-century poetry. The ob-
jection that he fails to incorporate in his verse many of the 
landmarks of the twentieth-century landscape--its industrial 
centers, its transportation lines, its artifacts which symbol-
ize man's technological power--and for this reason cannot be 
33 Daiches, The Present Age in British Literature, p. 39. 
34 n.g. 
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considered a modern poet represents a short-sighted objection. 
For, as F. R. Leavis has said, "It will not be by mentioning 
modern things, the apparatus of modern civilization," that a 
poet will "exhibit modernity •••• All that one can fairly ask 
of the poet is that he shall show himself to have been fully 
alive in our time. The evidence will be in the very texture 
of his verse."35 C. M. Bowra meets this objection in a 
similar way. He finds the word "contemporarY" often misused, 
so as to stand for only those qualities of modern life "which 
distinguish it from the past."36 Thomas was not a contemporary 
in this sense. Futurists like the Italian Marinetti were. 
They attempted to jettison the whole past. Thomas, on the 
other hand, simply added to the past while maintaining his 
relations with it.37 
In an attempt to assess Thomas's achievement we should 
finally address ourselves to the question of what actually 
35 QE.. cit., p. 24. 
36 !a! Creative Experiment, p. 14. 
37 Incidentally but interestingly, Thomas may have read 
an article on the Futurists written for the third issue of 
Poetry~ Drama, since to this same issue he contributed four 
reviews. The article contains a translation of the Futurist's 
"Manifesto," which reads in part as follows: 
We will sing the love of danger •••• The foundation of our 
poetry shall be courage, audacity, and revolt •••• We 
announce that the splendour of earth has become enriched 
by a new beauty, the beauty of speed •••• We will sing the 
great multitudes furious with work, pleasure, or revolt, •• 
revolutions ••• railway stations ••• factories •••• (I (Sep-
tember, 1913), 263). 
Thomas was, apparently, little affected! 
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Thomas's connections are with the present poetic scene. It 
would prove extremely difficult, of course, to establish just 
how much of an influence Thomas has had on modern verse. But 
a few modern writers have been influenced by the work of Thom-
as or share at least some aspects of Thomas's vision of the 
scheme of things and of man's place in this scheme. We have 
examined the relations between Thomas and Frost and have noted 
that Frost offered the advice, the encouragement, and perhaps 
the example.38 But we may also note that at least one of 
Thomas's major motifs, his attraction to woods and forests and 
his investing this experience with meaning, s~ecifically with 
the notion that entrance into the forest symbolizes loss of 
consciousness, may have influenced Frost to write such poems 
as "Stopping by Woods" and "Come In," both written probably 
after Thomas's death.39 Or we may note that such a stanza as 
the following, the last stanza of Thomas's "Home," 
No: I cannot go back, 
And would not if I could. 
Until blindness come, I must wait 
And blink at what is not good,40 
may remind us of the last stanza of Frost's "Come In," 
But no, I was out for stars: 
I would not come in. 
I meant not even if asked, 
And I hadn't been.41 
38 See above pp. 55-61. 
39 The poems were published in New Hampshire (1923) and 
in A Witness ~ (1942) respectively:--
40 Collected Poems, p. 156. 
41 A Witness Tree (New York: Holt, 1942), p. 114. 
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Specifically, we may note a similarity of movement, phrasing, 
and theme, and a difference in imagery and tone. The similar-
ities to be noted may indicate Frost's indebtedness to Thomas 
or they may indicate that Frost knew the poetry of Thomas and 
in this particular instance wished to try to improve upon 
Thomas's lines. 
Surprisingly the careers of W. H. Auden and Stephen Spen-
der are linked with the poetry of Thomas, if only briefly. In 
his fourth ~Letter to Lord Byron,~ which appears in a book co-
authored by Auden and Louis MacNeice entitled Letters ~ 
Iceland, Auden admits being at least briefly influenced by the 
work of Thomas, and a few of Spender's early poems probably 
reveal a similar influence, Spender has admitted to sharing 
Auden's Oxford enthusiasms for the work of certain poets, Thom-
as among them,42 But both poets define their interest in Thom-
as's work as though it were a brief and unimportant one, worthy 
of mention only as an adolescent attachment. Auden's very 
words define his attitude toward the attachment: 
A raw provincial, my good taste was tardy, 
And Edward Thomas I as yet preferred; 
I was still listening to Thomas Hardy 
Putting divinity about a bird; 
But Eliot spoke the still unspoken word; 
For gasworks and dried tubers I forsook 
The clock at Grantchester, the English rook.43 
Spender's attitude toward the attachment must be inferred but 
42 See his World Within World (New York: Harcourt Brace, 
(1951)), p. 46. 
43 
p. 209. 
Letters from Iceland (New York: Random House, 1937), 
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it seems undeniably the same. One of his poems printed in 
his 1933 edition of Poems reminds one of Thomas's poetry both 
by its style and its theme: 
I hear the cries of evening, while the paw 
Of dark creeps up the turf; 
Sheep's bleating, swaying gulls' cry, the rook's caw, 
The hammering surf. 
I am inconstant yet this constancy 
Of natural rest twangs at my heart; 
Town-bred, I feel the roots of each earth-cry 
Tear me apart. 
These are the creakings of the dusty day 
When the dog night bites sharp, 
These fingers grip my soul and tear away 
And ~luck me like a harp. 
I feel this huge sphere turn, the great wheel sing 
While beasts move to their ease: 
Sheep's love, gulls' peace--I feel my chattering 
Uncared by these.44 
In his Collected Poems of 1955 this poem is taken from its 
position among its fellows, relegated to "Part Eleven" of the 
collection, the last section of the book, entitled "Early 
Poems,w given the dates 1928-29, and dedicated "To W. H. Auden 
who first saw these."45 Like Auden, then, Spender is embar-
rassed by the association with Thomas and what he considers 
Thomas's Georgianism. 
Actually, however, the position of Thomas, his tone and 
stance, is not so far removed from the stance Spender has 
taken in the early poems whiCh he still respects and places 
44 (London: Faber & Faber), p. 15. 
45 (London: Faber & Faber), pp. 199-201. 
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in the first section of his Collected Poems of 1955. As 
different from Thomas's as these lines are, lines from an 
untitled poem that begins "Without that once clear aim •••• " 
they reflect as does "I hear the cries of evening" a malaise 
similar to Thomas's when he is confronted with the ugliness 
of modern cities: 
Watch me who walk through coiling streets where rain 
And fog choke every sigh; round corners of day, 
Road-drills explore new areas of pain, 
Nor trees reach leaf-lit branches down to play. 
The city climbs in horror to my brain~ 
The writings are my only wings away.4o 
Although he admits in these poems to loathing much that he 
sees in cities--men out of work begging 
In railway halls, on pavements near the traffic,47 
industrial plants on the edges of cities, 
squat buildings 
With their strange air behind trees, like women's faces 
Shattered by grief--48 
the city is the setting for most of these poems, just as the 
country is the setting for most of Thomas's poems. However, 
despite this important difference in the apuearance of their 
poems, both poets reveal striking similarities in their atti-
tudes toward the modern scene and toward modern man. First 
of all, they both inveigh against privilege and take the side 
of the humble and outcast. Spender's villains are those who 
46 Ibid., p. 43. 
47 Ibid., p. 54. 
48 Ibid., p. 56. 
embody the league of capitalism and the aristocracy, the 
"financiers like fossils of bones in coal.n49 Thomas's are 
the fox-hunting squirearchy and the gamekeepers who repre-
sent its interests in the countryside, though these figure 
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less in Thomas's poetry than the financiers in Spender's. 
Secondly, they both inveigh against man's ~ride and arrogance. 
In Spender this theme is revealed clearly in a poem he nlaces 
first in his Collected Poems: 
He will watch the hawk with en indifferent eye 
Or pitifully; 
Nor on those eagles that so feared him, now 
Will strain his brow; 
Weapons men use, stone, sling, and strong-thawed bow 
He will not know. 
This aristocrat, superb of all instinct, 
With death close linked 
Had paced the enormous cloud, almost had won 
War on the sun; 
Till now, like Icarus mid-ocean-drowned~ 
Hands, wings, are found.5u 
We have seen how Thomas deals with the same theme from a 
different vantage point in "Under the Woods" and in "The Gal-
lows.n51 Spender's "aristocrat" and Thomas's "keeper" are 
both 
With death close linked. 
Both poets remind their readers in their very different ways 
of the fact that the earth (or in Spender's poem, the universe) 
is "something more than a human estate." Furthermore, both 
49 
50 
51 
Ibid. p. 46. 
p. 19. 
See above pp. 221-223, 225-228. 
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poets feel the same about man's arrogance; both almost gloat 
over the fates that befall the antagonists in their poems. 
One more similarity may be said to exist between the 
work of these two poets. Thomas writes of life under the 
woods, in the fields, and on the hillsides of Hampshire and 
Wiltshire with as faithful an eye for significant detail, for 
truly humanly significant detail, as Spender does of that 
aspect of modern life which is represented by industrial cen-
ters, transportation lines, pylons, and communications wires. 
In fact John Heath-Stubbs, in a book concerned with the "later 
fortunes of Romanticism," attempts to show 1n a cha~ter de-
scribing the end of the Regionalist tradition that it is Thom-
as's "descriptive method" which "anticipated the manner of the 
urban journalistic poets of the 'thirties," a manner which 
helped to bring about what he claims is the final downfall of 
the Regionalist tradition in English poetry,52 Whether Thomas 
had any such direct influence would be indeed difficult to 
establish, since most of the evidence seems to show that the 
"new" urban manner came to the poets of the thirties by way 
of Eliot and from such French Symbolist poets as Baudelaire 
and LaForgue, among others,53 In fact to attempt to press the 
52 ~· cit., p. 96, 
53 Elizabeth Drew and John L. Sweeney, Directions in 
Modern Poetry (New York: Norton, 1940), pp. 40-41; Tindall, 
Forces in Modern British Literature, pp. 267-268. 
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idea that Thomas significantly influenced any of the urban 
poets of the post-war generation would probably be quite 
futile, Auden's comment upon Thomas in his ~Letter to Lord 
Byron" probably represents fairly accurately the current 
opinion of most poets writing in the twenties and thirties. 
Certainly most of the critics of the period regarded Thomas 
as one of the Georgians or Post-Victorian traditionalists.54 
However, as this dissertation has attempted to demonstrate, 
Thomas was actually not one of these, and the fact remains 
that Thomas's vision of the country is as particularized as, 
say, Spender's of the city. Hence, Thomas's verse can be 
related in several important ways, as we have seen, even to 
that poetry of the modern period which in appearance seems 
totally different from it. 
Thomas's vision is most clearly, most recognizably re-
lated, however, not to the urban poets of the thirties but to 
the work of two such figures of modern literature as D. H. 
Lawrence and the American, Robinson Jeffers. With Lawrence 
he shares, as Coombes has noted, a distrust of pure reason 
and of ideas, a dislike for the encroachments of industry on 
the land and for the economic basis of modern civilization. 
Both would substitute, according to Coombes, and he quotes 
Lawrence's words, ~a more human system baaed on life values 
54 The views of the critics on this matter have been 
made clear already. See above pp. 14-15, 35-36. 
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and not money values."55 The protests of both men against 
modern industrial civilization are similar, though Lawrence's 
protest is the more intense, the shriller, of the two. His 
raging hatred of snobbish English provincialism and insularity 
revealed in such a poem as "The English Are So Nice," 
The English are so nice 
so awfully nice 
they are the nicest people in the world. 
And what's more, they're very nice about being nice, 
about your being nice as well! 
It you're not nice they soon make you feel it. 
Americans and French and Germans and so on 
they're all very well 
but they're not really nice, you know. 
They're not nice in ~sense of the word, are they now?56 
--of this kind of bitter irony Thomas is incapable, although, 
as we have seen, he is perfectly capable of sarcasm and scorn 
and irony of a quieter, more stable form.57 The same kind of 
distinction exists between the two if one considers what they 
would advocate for man in the twentieth century. Lawrence 
would subscribe to the general position of Thomas as announced 
in Thomas's "earth is something more than a human estate." 
The intense fascination tor animals and types of the "natural 
man" that his heroines demonstrate in his novels, and his own 
absorption in animal life in the poems placed together under 
55 ~· cit., pp. 105-106. 
56 Last Poems, edited by Richard Aldington and Giusseppe 
Orioli (N~ork: The Viking Press, 1933), p. 242. 
57 See above pp. 115-116. 
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the heading of "Birds, Beasts and Flowers" in a section of 
the Collected Poems58 will attest to this claim. However, 
Lawrence's feelings for these creatures of the world of life 
apart from man are always more intense than Thomas's, more 
extreme, as though Lawrence felt that man could take on cer-
tain unknown modes of knowledge along with power if he could 
attain to real contact with the sub-human and pre-literate 
world of life. This was at least the faith that apparently 
spurred Lawrence on to leave England, then to leave Sicily 
and Sardinia and Mexico, in his search for the good life, a 
desire which was never quite satisfied. Thomas remained in 
England where he experienced a quieter and saner relationship 
with the enduring aspects of nature and with the creatures 
who live close to the soil. Both men represent isolated 
figures in the contemporary world. But Lawrence fled the 
English landscape which in his novel The Rainbow he describes 
in terms of its rich beauty and tradition; whereas Thomas 
remained, loving the English landscape, accommodating himself 
to its ways--to its beauty, its indifference to man, its quiet 
and immovable presence--and acquiescing to it. Of the two 
writers, Thomas is the quieter, the saner, the less excitable, 
and probably the less exciting, readier than Lawrence to come 
to terms, to resign himself, to take advantage of the opportu-
58 (London: William Heinemann, 1939), II, 281-433. 
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nities that happen to lie close at hand, traits of Thomas 
that we have seen demonstrated in "When First." 
Some of the same distinctions and others may be noted 
if we comoare Thomas with Robinson Jeffers. Jeffers, too, 
would be quite ready to assent to Thomas's idea that "earth 
is something more than a human estate." His poems reveal 
his preoccupation with the rugged terrain of the Monterey-
Carmel section of the Pacific Coast--the sheer cliffs falling 
to the sea, the headlands, the canyons, and the bare, rocky 
mountains of the Coast Range--with the animals, wild animals 
and those that resist domestication by man like the stallion, 
and with a people who live amid this "magnificent unspoiled 
scenery"--to use Jeffers' own words--
essentially as they did in the Idyls or the Sagas, or 
in Homer's Ithaca. Here was life nurged of its ephem-
eral accretions. Men were riding after cattle, or 
plowing the headland, hovered by white sea-gulls, as 
they have done for thousands of years •••• Here was con-
temporary life that was also permanent life.59 
All of Jeffers' poems suggest that his vision of man's 
relations with the great web of life is similar to Thomas's: 
both contrast nature's permanence with man's restlessness 
and ephemeral consciousness; both exalt the animal at the 
expense of man, and the primitive and the elemental at the 
expense of the sophisticated and the civilized. However, 
59 "Foreword" to The Selected Poetry of Robinson Jeffers 
(New York: Random House;-1938), pp. xv-xvi:-
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they treat this theme in ways as different as the aonterey 
coast mountains differ from Thomas's South Downs of Hampshire. 
As a result, the two men's readings of life constitute two 
entirely different visions. Jeffers dwells on the wild, the 
nrimitive, the savage, and the sadistic in man and in nature. 
A characteristic passage of Jeffers' verse, the following, 
will reveal briefly and vividly Jeffers' identification of 
the nrimitive and the elemental in nature, represented here 
by the stallion, with God, and the sadism of his assault upon 
man, two traits that distinguish him from Thomas. The passage 
is taken from the conclusion of "Roan Stallion," a fairly long 
narrative poem. At poem's end, California, the female pro-
tagonist of the poem, torn between her duty to her worthless 
husband and her love for a stallion, stands outside the horse's 
corral. When she screams in shock over her first sight of 
her husband's torment under the hooves of the stallion, her 
daughter runs to her with a gun. But instead of using the gun 
to kill the stallion, she kills her husband's dog. 
"O mother you've hit Bruno!" "I couldn't see the 
sights in the moonlight," she answered quietly. 
She stood 
And watched, resting the rifle-butt on the ground. 
The stallion wheeled, freed from his torment, 
the man 
Lurched up to his knees, wailing a thin and bitter 
bird's cry, and the roan thunder 
Struck; hooves left nothing alive but teeth tore 
up the remnant. "O mother, shoot, shoot!" 
Yet California 
Stood carefully watching, till the beast having fed 
all his fury stretched neck to utmost, head 
high, 
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And wrinkled back the u~per lip from the teeth, 
yawning obscene disgust over--not a man--
A smear on the moon-like earth: then California 
moved by some obscure human fidelity 
Lifted the rifle. Each separate nerve-cell of her 
brain flaming the stars fell from their places 
Crying in her mind: she fired three times before 
the haunches crumpled sideways, the forelegs 
stiffening, 
And the beautiful strength settled to earth: she 
turned then on her little daughter the mask of 
a woman 
Who has killed God,60 
Thomas's attitude toward nature and toward man lacks Jeffers' 
extremity of passion. The fundamental difference between the 
two men is a difference of tone. Thomas is quiet, reflective, 
and acquiescent; Jeffers is violent, prophetic, and savagely 
indignant. Thomas's earth-centeredness, his elementalism, 
lacks Jeffers' sadistic "inhumanism."61 Thomas's vision of 
man, revealed perhaps most clearly in "Interva~" by comparison 
with Jeffers' is calm and sane. Thomas can suggest man's 
transience and weakness without at the same time denigrating 
What a comparison of the work of Thomas with the work of 
a few other important poets of the twentieth century would 
seem to reveal is that although Thomas has had, up to recent 
times at least, little influence upon twentieth-century litera-
ture, his vision of man's relations with the scheme of things 
anticipates at least a few visions of other important twentieth-
60 The Selected Poetry of Robinson Jeffers, p. 157. 
61 Radcliffe Squires, The Loyalties 2! Robinson Jeffers 
(Ann Arbor: The University or-Michigan Press, 1956), pp. 118-
136. 
century poets. Furthermore, a comparison of this sort reveals 
that his communion with nature, like Lawrence's and Jeffers', 
is a highly original one. In his best work Thomas presents 
what Graham Hough says Lawrence does in his nature poetry, "en-
counters between man and the non-human" in such a way as to 
suggest the "perpetual mystery of the animal and vegetable crea-
tion,"62 and, we should add, its honor and dignity too. Thomas 
himself expresses the matter as follows: 
I should prefer the truth 
Or nothing. Here, in fact, is nothing at all 
Except a silent place ••• 
And trees and us--imperfect friends, we men 
And trees since time began; and nevertheless 
Between us still we breed a mystery.63 
With Lawrence, too, Thomas attempts "to put common human sub-
jectivity in its place by showing the myriad of queer, separate, 
non-human existences around it."64 And, finally, with Jeffers, 
Thomas delimits human consciousness by placing it against a 
backdrop of the ancient, the indifferent, the enduring, and 
the permanent. Hence, his communion with nature is not, like 
the Georgians', a mere passive appreciation of nature, a week-
end outing into the country for picnics; or a mere escape to 
nature, a "blending of the human and the natural in an indis-
tinguishable haze";65 or, finally, a search for the Beautiful. 
At moments, as we have seen, Thomas could indulge in each of 
62 ~ ~ §.!!!:!: ! Study 2!, D. H_. Lawrence (New York: 
Macmillan, 1957), p. 201. 
63 Collected Poems, p. 167. 
64 Hough, 2£· cit., p. 202. 
65 Joan Harding, 2£• cit., p. 153. 
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these Georgian moods. His communion with nature is most 
often, however, and this we have also seen, characterized 
by a clear-eyed awareness that the earth remains: 
It stays there 
While I shall roam 
Die, and forget ••• ,66 
If, as has just been mentioned, Thomas has had up to 
the present little influence upon twentieth-century poetry, 
a number of signs point to the possibility that Thomas's po-
etic example is becoming more and more respected at the 
present. In describing English poetry of the mid-1950s and 
referring in particular to the work of such poets as Kathleen 
Raine, Norman Nicholson, Lawrence Durrell, and James Kircup, 
David Daiches observes that he sees signs of a change in 
style which, while still showing traits of the manner of Hop-
kins, Eliot, and Auden, is principally characterized by "a 
certain visionary bareness," a "trend ••• towards quietness," 
an increasing cultivation of a "reflective-descriptive poetry."67 
All these qualities we have discovered in the poetry of Thomas. 
But then Daiches's final definition of the special character-
istics of this verse reminds us even more clearly of 'rhomas•s 
unique manner: 
The quiet precision of John Clare ••. has had its influence 
in recent poetry. But the metaphysical twist is never 
66 Collected Poems, p. 32. 
67 ~Present Age in British Literature, pp. 65-66. 
wholly lost; this is not descriptive poetry with a 
moral, but a distillation of symbols out of a visual 
surface •••• The poet does not reflect about what he 
has described; he lets the descriution generate the 
reflection.68 -
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An attempt to assess definitively the poetic achievement of 
Thomas should not, however, rest upon a foundation of changing 
style and taste. What should be clear is that Thomas's poetry 
may possibly provide its as yet few readers with many of the 
virtues of truly modern verse without at the same time alien-
ating them by an exploitation of the ambiguities of language 
to the degree that meaning is lost and communication ceases. 
Or Thomas's poetry, in its focusing upon man's alienation from 
the modern industrial scene, the town-bred mind, and crowd-
thinking, and in its placing man in a setting of the timeless 
and permanent forms of nature, may possibly provide its readers 
with the experience they need of "the elemental things from 
which our civilization ••• is exiling us."69 What is probable, 
and this dissertation has been concerned to demonstrate its 
probability, is that the central significance of his verse 
resid.es not in a single element but in a combination of ele-
ments, just as what is truly remarkable about the best of 
Thomas's poems resides not alone in their content or their 
style but in their tone. The elements that combine are brief-
ly these: 
68 Ibid. , p. 66. 
69 Lehmann, ~· cit., p. 86. 
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First, a lyrical, imaginative realism of style--a natu-
ralness and plainness of diction, a clarity of vision, and a 
quiet intensity of feeling; 
Second, a graceful, unobtrusive complexity of manner 
that adds depth of meaning and association and holds feeling 
in check, a manner achieved by symbolism, paradox, ambiguity, 
and a quiet form of irony; 
Third, a thoughtful probing of the state of estrangement 
and exile that is so pervasively the predicament of twentieth-
century man; and 
Fourth, a record of the quest for order, for meaning, and 
for significance, which ends with the discovery that human life 
must be seen from the perspective of all creation and 6f natu-
ral history if its transient glory is really to be experienced 
or defined, 
These elements combine to express Thomas's characteristic 
tone and stance, the overall intellectual and emotional effect 
of his poetry, a stance that enables the student of his poetry 
to claim for Thomas the stature of a significant modern poet. 
In a recent brief article, Joan Harding claims that Thom-
as should be considered as "one of the outstanding minor poets 
of our century.n70 The judgment is probably a fair one, and 
for these reasons: Thomas lived an isolate_d existence; his 
poetic career was a short one; he wrote successfully in only 
70 ~· cit., p. 154, 
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one poetic genre; he employed only one characteristic poetic 
manner which shows no development; he was preoccupied with 
only two major motifs, his exile and his search; and shackled 
to his writing of hackwork, he revealed to his friends and 
acquaintances and reveals to the readers of his poems a curi-
ous lack of vitality. On the other hand, a fairly large 
proportion of his poems are true poems. A fairly large number 
of them are fine poems, in which is revealed beautifully and 
profoundly the sane vision of a man convinced that we must 
define the meaning of our lives by subordinating them to "the 
triumph of earth.n71 
71 Collected Poems, p. 150. 
APPENDIX 
Index of Verse Forms Employed by Thomas 
BLANK VERSE Page Number of Collected Poems 
Tears 23 
The Manor Farm 25 
Swedes 27 
As the Team's Head-Brass 29 
The Path 34 
The Combe 35 
Fifty Faggots 46 
The Glory 64 
October 76 
Liberty 78 
Rain 84 
Up in the Wind 96 
Old Man 104 
Digging (lfWhat matter •••. ") 109 
March 124 
Wind and Mist 130 
The Unknown Bird 133 
The Chalk-Pit 166 
The New Year 172 
The Lane 184 
PENTAMETERS, IRREGu.LJillLY RHYMING 
'Home' 
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85 
There's Nothing Like the Sun 
Celandine 
Sedge-Warblers 
What Will They Do? 
Over the Hills 
Lovers 
Ambition 
This is No Case of Petty Right or Wrong 
A Private 
COUPLETS, TETRAMETER 
The Sign-Post 
If I Should Ever by Chance 
What Shall I Give? 
If I Were to Own 
And You, Helen 
Early One Morning 
May the Twenty-third 
COUPL.l!ITS, PENTAMETER 
Thaw 
A Gentleman 
Lob 
Haymaking 
When He Should Laugh 
Cock-Crow 
A Dream 
The Word 
275 
87 
102 
113 
115 
127 
14? 
161 
165 
183 
22 
36 
3? 
38 
39 
48 
62 
31 
52 
54 
71 
88 
93 
112 
ll!i4 
Beauty 
The Brook 
House and Man 
Man and Dog 
The Wind's Song 
COUPLETS, OTHER 
Head and Bottle (52) 
Melancholy (hexameter) 
November (34) 
The Lofty Sky (trimeter) 
After Rain ( 42) 
The Gypsy (hexameter) 
QUATRAINS, TRIMEI'ER 
When We Two Walked (abab) 
As the Clouds that Are so Light (aabb) 
Gone, Gone Again (irregular rhyme) 
But These Things Also (xaxa) 
Home ("Not the end •••• ") (xaxa) 
Roads (abba) 
QUATRAINS, TETRA;\{ETER 
When First (abab) 
The Huxter (aabb with refrain) 
.A.dlestrop (xaxa) 
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170 
173 
178 
181 
188 
41 
65 
79 
134 
135 
179 
44 
60 
74 
137 
156 
163 
40 
51 
66 
The Sun Used to Shine (abab) 
I Built Myself a House of Glass (abab) 
A Cat (xaxa) 
March the Third (aaxa) 
The Barn (xaxa) 
Parting (abba) 
QUATRAINS, PENTAMETER 
The Owl (xaxa) 
In Memoriam (Easter, 1915) (abab) 
Women He Liked (abab) 
The Cherry Trees (abab) 
Tall Nettles (abab) 
The Long Small Room (abab) 
For These (abab) 
The Cuckoo (xaxa) 
Aspens ( abab) 
QUA'l'.RAINS, DIMETER & TRIMH!TER 
Interval (dimeter, abab) 
Sowing (3232, xaxa) 
Under the Woods (3322, abab) 
The New House (3232, xaxa) 
The Barn and The Down (3232, xaxa) 
The Wasp Trap (2332, abab) 
These Things that Poets Said (trimeter, abab) 
No One so Much as You ( 3232, abab) 
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75 
107 
117 
122 
139 
146 
26 
45 
47 
49 
70 
77 
121 
126 
157 
32 
43 
114 
123 
140 
143 
155 
186 
P. H. T. (3232, abab) 
QUATRAINS, DIMETER &. OTHER LENGTHS 
The Mill Pond (4242, xaxa) 
The Mill-Water (3225, abba) 
Song (2425, aabb) 
Digging ("Today I think •••• " ) ( 2443, xaxa) 
A Tale (2335, abab) 
QUATRAINS, TRI!.m:TER &. OTHER LENGTHS 
Like the Touch of Rain (3433, abab) 
The Penny Whistle (4343, xaxa) 
The Dark Forest (5353, abab) 
The Thrush (irregular, axxa) 
First Known When Lost (4334, abba) 
The Watchers (3337, abab) 
Q.UATRAINS, OTHER 
Birds' Nests (5455, xaxa) 
~he Ash Grove (6565, aaba, bbcb, etc.) 
Good-Night (hexameter, abab) 
An Old Song ("I was not apprenticed •.•• ") 
(7676, aaxa, aaxa, etc,) 
FIVE-LINE STANZAS 
278 
189 
68 
111 
119 
136 
145 
33 
91 
101 
106 
153 
185 
83 
103 
142 
158 
It Rains (pentameter, aaxbb) 50 
The Bridge (33335, irregular rhyme) 53 
The Sheiling (23333, aaxxa) 81 
I Never Saw that Land Before (tetrameter, ababa) 100 
The Unknown (23232, abxba) 
No One Cares Less Than I (33335, ababx) 
Out in the Dark (44223, aaaaa) 
SIX-LINE STANZAS 
279 
118 
162 
190 
Will You Come? (dimeter, aabxba) 28 
An Old Song (11The sun set, •• , 11 ) (434342, xabaxb) 89 
Lights Out (333332, aabccb) 92 
To-Night (333353, ababab) 116 
Home ("Otten I had gone •.•• ") (444442, xaxaxa) 128 
The Child on the Cliffs (545444, xaxabb) 141 
July (pentameter, irregular rhyme) 144 
The Child in the Orchard (tetrameter, aabbcc) 149 
The Source (424352, abaxbb) 150 
OTHER STANZA FORMS 
The Green Roads (pentameter, ax, ax, etc.) 
How At Once (3333222, ababccb) 
The Gallows (43434343, ababcdcd) 
Two Houses (4222235, abcacbb) 
She Dotes (4442442, aaabccb) 
The Hollow Wood (irregular seven-line stanzas) 
April (irregular twelve-line stanzas) 
The Mountain Chapel (442, axa) 
The Other (tetrameter, abababcbcc) 
SONNETS 
Some Eyes Condemn (abcabcabcdecde) 
67 
73 
82 
110 
120 
129 
138 
151 
174 
61 
It was Upon (Shakespearean) 
February Afternoon (Italian) 
That Girl's Clear Eyes (Shakespearean) 
There Was a Time (four quatrains & a couplet) 
LOOSER FORMS 
The Trumpet 
Two Pewits 
After You Speak 
Bright Clouds 
Words 
Health 
Snow 
280 
69 
108 
148 
160 
21 
24 
42 
59 
94 
168 
171 
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Abstract 
of a 
Dissertation 
THE TRIU!~PH OF EAI~TH: 
A STUDY OF THE POETRY OF EDWARD THOl,'AS 
The subject of this dissertation is the poetry of 
Edward Thornas, vrri ter of country books, of literary cri ti-
cism, and briefly, from 1914 to 1917, of poetry. This last, 
his finest writing, has not received full, scholarly study 
even though since his death Thomas has become increaeinp;ly 
regarded as a poet of importance. The aim of this "')aper, 
therefore, is to relate Thomas to his poetic milieu and 
to provide a full descriptive, interpretive, and critical 
study of his poetry in order to define its si?;nificance and 
importance. 
A study of his relations with his poetic milieu reveals 
that although Thomas sensed the underlying tendencies in 
the poetry of the period, he kept himself aloof from con-
temporary poetic movements. He was personally acquainted 
with many of the poets of the period, Traditionalists, 
Georgians, and Imagists; he reviewed the •mrk of Yeats, 
Pound, and Frost; he knevr that the chief creeti ve tendency 
in the verse of the period was away from aestheticism and 
other symptoms of the fin de si~cle tO\\'ard poetic realism--
toward functione.l rhythm ~nd imagery and the diction of 
speech--a return of poetry to life. But because of his 
natural reserve, his respect for many kinds of English 
poetry of the past, his love of the country and country 
writing, his development already in his prose of his own 
style, and his friendship with Frost--because of these 
factors, he maintained his independence from contemporary 
movements such as Georgianism and Imagism to write his own 
original poetry. 
A study of his style reveals that Thomas participated 
in the creative poetic revolution which occurred during his 
time. He participated in the removal of the late Victorian 
poetic facade: his poems reveal a new simplicity of 
organic rhythm, music, and imagery. He participated in the 
construction of at least the foundations of the twentieth-
century manner: his poems reveal the modern fusion of 
realism and symbolism and the modern exploitation of the 
ambiguities of poetic language. 
A study of the content of his poems reveals two major 
motifs: isolation and nature. Most of his poems reveal 
by their themes, their dramatic situations, and their imagery 
the experiences of a man alienated by society and its thought-
patterns., isolated from his acquaintances, his family, his 
own past, and even himself. At the same time most of them 
reveal that he sought for ties to rid himself of the feeling 
of being isolated. His search for Beauty he recognized to 
be a failure, a sterile reversion to the mood of the fin 
' de siecle. His other tie, his life-long attachment to nature, 
finds its best expression in many of his noems. These reveal 
that at times he is able simply to enjoy nature as a field-
naturalist. Occasionally and unsuccessfully he tries to find 
spiritual consolation in nature. Often, and this is one of 
Thomas's remarkable achievements, he reconciles himself to 
nature's indifference, because he finds that it is good for 
man to know that "earth is something more than a human 
estate": it provides man with the perspective, the sanity, 
and the humility that he needs in order to live the good 
life. 
A study of his poetry reveals that Edward Thomas should 
be considered one of the important minor poets of the twen-
tieth century. Writing within the confines of a narrow 
range of ideas and an unassuming rhetoric, he wrote a large 
number of true poems, poetic re-enactments of the significant 
experience of exile and search. These poems express important 
aspects of the modern consciousness in the modern poetic 
manner. His vision of man's place in his earth-home may be 
compared with D. H. Lawrence's and Robinson Jeffers•. His 
is less exciting and less passionate, more calm and more sane. 
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